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Foreword
The need for intercultural dialogue and understanding has been a constant concern 
for the Council of Europe for obvious reasons. Europe has always been culturally 
diverse and one of the main challenges facing the Organisation since it was founded 
in 1949 in the wake of the Second World War has been to foster unity while preserv-
ing diversity. The European Cultural Convention of 1954 recognised that in order 
for Europeans to live together harmoniously, they must be familiar with, respect 
and accept the culture of other peoples. The opening of membership of the Council 
of Europe to eastern European countries that followed the fall of the Berlin Wall 
in 1989 also put the protection of the cultures of European ethnic minorities and 
the integration of migrants on the list of priorities. And over the past decade, in a 
new context of globalisation and migration movements, the Council of Europe has 
frequently referred to a “new context” or “times of change” to underline the urgent 
need for active intercultural dialogue.

This promotion of interculturalism has always been linked first and foremost to 
education: meaningful intercultural dialogue cannot exist if people are not prepared 
for it. If the importance of language learning and history teaching was already 
emphasised in the European Cultural Convention, the Council of Europe Standing 
Conference of Ministers of Education has, more recently, supported the integration 
of information and communication technologies in education systems in Europe 
“with a view to increased international understanding and mutual enrichment” 
(Intercultural education: managing diversity, strengthening democracy, 2003) and 
confirmed that intercultural competence is one of the “key competences for demo-
cratic culture and social cohesion” (Building a more humane and inclusive Europe: 
role of education policies, 2007). And finally, the White Paper on intercultural 
dialogue – “Living together as equals in dignity” adopted by the Committee of 
Ministers in 2008 set out the key features of interculturalism – or the intercultural 
approach – and ideas for policies on how to bring about an intercultural society 
where all human beings enjoy equal dignity.

Yet in the face of such widespread political support for interculturalism and recog-
nition of it as an essential component of democratic society, how can one explain 
the growing debate, both in European societies and globally, about the value of 
multiculturalism and the criticism by a number of eminent political leaders who 
have declared that it has been a failure? Clearly there must be some confusion about 
the meaning of the two terms and the relationship between them, and perhaps a 
tendency to simplify the issues involved.

I am therefore particularly pleased that the Council of Europe has been asked to 
support the publication of this book, which, through the contributions of several 
experts, many of whom have already worked closely with the Council of Europe, 
proposes a journey into the various forms of multiculturalism, across countries and 
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across time. It gives explanations about the links between multiculturalism and 
interculturalism, their similarities and their differences, which, as Martyn Barrett 
says in his introductory chapter, are “far from clear cut”.

In providing a better understanding of the concepts, the book also sheds light on 
the policies conducted in Council of Europe member states and beyond to inte-
grate migrant communities and accommodate diversity. It explains the barriers 
preventing efficient intercultural dialogue that still exist in European societies, sets 
out the criticisms of interculturalism and underlines the crucial role of education 
in enabling people of different backgrounds to live together in a democratic and 
harmonious manner.

As Director responsible for the Education and Youth Departments at the Council 
of Europe, I am convinced that in the coming years we will need to prioritise edu-
cation that enables individuals to acquire the knowledge, skills and attitudes they 
need to develop democratic and intercultural competence. Pursuit of this priority 
will not be without its challenges, but it is very necessary. This book is an impor-
tant milestone in this endeavour and I would like to thank all the experts for their 
outstanding contributions.

Finally, I would like us to remember that diversity and interculturalism concern 
each and every one of us, and that we are all actors of change. We must strive to 
overcome the frontiers in our minds and our imaginations and develop our willing-
ness and ability to understand and communicate with people from different cultural 
backgrounds.

Ólöf Ólafsdóttir 
Director of Democratic Citizenship and Participation 

Council of Europe

1 –  Introduction – Interculturalism  
and multiculturalism: concepts  
and controversies

Martyn Barrett

Introduction
This book examines the relationship between two policy approaches for managing 
the cultural diversity of contemporary societies: interculturalism and multicultur-
alism. The nature of the relationship between these two approaches has been a 
matter of some debate in recent years. For example, in mounting its case in favour 
of interculturalism, the Council of Europe’s White Paper on intercultural dialogue 
– “Living together as equals in dignity” (2008) argues that interculturalism and 
multiculturalism represent two very different approaches. A similar argument is 
made by Cantle (2012). However, Meer and Modood (2012) argue that intercul-
turalism is not distinct from multiculturalism – instead, it simply re-emphasises 
some of the key elements that are already contained within contemporary multi-
culturalism. Issues are further complicated by the fact that, within Canada, the 
term “interculturalism” is used to denote a specific model for managing cultural 
diversity in Quebec which has been articulated in explicit opposition to Canadian 
multiculturalism (Bouchard 2011), but which differs in an important respect from 
the European model of interculturalism. Moreover, some commentators (for exam-
ple, Kymlicka 2012) have argued that even if the two approaches are not clearly 
distinct, there may nevertheless be strategic advantages in switching allegiance 
to the term “interculturalism” due to the fact that the term “multiculturalism” has 
become politically tainted over the past decade.

The current book brings together several of the key players in this debate. The 
book aims to clarify the concepts of interculturalism and multiculturalism, and to 
bring the various arguments together in a way that will assist politicians, policy 
makers, practitioners and interested lay people to understand the important points 
at issue and the concerns that are driving the different orientations. In addition, the 
book is intended to facilitate a comparison of the policy implications of the various 
perspectives that have been put forward within the debate. To this end, all of the 
contributors have been asked to specify explicitly at the end of their own chapters 
the principal implications for policy that stem from the arguments which they have 
articulated within their chapters.

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to outline the background to this debate 
about the meanings that have been attributed to the concepts of interculturalism and 
multiculturalism and the controversies that surround these concepts. I will begin 
with the concept of multiculturalism.
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Multiculturalism
The term “multiculturalism” and its associated adjective “multiculturalist” have 
acquired multiple meanings in everyday speech. As a consequence, they are often 
used in different ways by different speakers. Some of these uses are inappropriate. 
For example, one sometimes hears culturally diverse societies being called “multi-
culturalist societies”. However, this use of the word “multiculturalist” is incorrect 
because the term “multicultural” should be used here instead – properly speaking, 
these are “multicultural” societies.

Societies may be culturally diverse for a variety of reasons: through the immigra-
tion of people who have been born and raised in other cultural settings and who 
have therefore brought features of those settings to the new society in which they 
have settled; through the presence of indigenous national minority groups (such 
as Catalans and Basques within Spain, or the Welsh and Scots within the UK); 
or through the presence of long-established minority communities (such as Jews 
or Roma) within a country. For this reason, multiculturalism is not relevant only 
to societies characterised by high levels of recent immigration (another common 
misconception about the meaning of the term) – it is equally relevant to societies 
that are culturally diverse due to the presence of indigenous national minorities and 
long-established minority groups.

In its proper usage, the term “multiculturalism” denotes a particular kind of policy 
approach that may be used for the management of culturally diverse societies. In this 
approach, the cultures of non-dominant minority groups are accorded the same rec-
ognition and accommodation that are accorded to the culture of the dominant group 
(Kymlicka 1995, 2003). Thus, a multiculturalist approach involves acknowledging 
and respecting the cultural needs of minority groups by making allowances for the 
fact that their beliefs and practices may differ from those of the dominant group, and 
by adjusting and adapting laws, rules and regulations in order to enable minority 
individuals to adhere to their own cultural practices. It involves the rejection of the 
idea that minority cultural groups should abandon their distinctive cultural beliefs 
and practices and assimilate into the national majority culture.

Features of a multiculturalist country
Banting and Kymlicka (2006) have helpfully compiled a list of policies that may 
be used to assess the extent to which a particular country has or has not adopted 
multiculturalism. The policies included in this list provide a clear illustration of 
what multiculturalism means in practice:
– the constitutional, legislative or parliamentary affirmation of multiculturalism 

at the central and/or regional and municipal levels;
– the adoption of multiculturalism in the school curriculum;
– the inclusion of ethnic representation and sensitivity in the mandate of public 

media or media licensing;

– exemptions from dress codes on religious grounds;

– the allowing of dual citizenship;

– the funding of ethnic group organisations or activities;

– the funding of bilingual education or mother-tongue instruction;

– affirmative action for disadvantaged immigrant groups.

Whether these features are clearly present in a country, are only partially present, or 
are absent, can be used to score countries for their overall degree of multicultural-
ism. Banting and Kymlicka (2006) propose that, for each feature, a score of either 
1 (clear policy), 0.5 (partial policy) or 0 (no such policy) should be awarded, and 
these scores can then be totalled to yield an overall score ranging between 0 and 
8, which represents a Multiculturalism Policy Index for that country. Banting and 
Kymlicka suggest that countries scoring between 6 and 8 on this index are strongly 
multiculturalist, countries scoring between 3 and 5.5 are modestly multiculturalist, 
and countries scoring between 0 and 2.5 are weak on multiculturalism. 

Using this classification of the multiculturalism policies that were in place in 
countries in 2010, the following picture emerges (Banting and Kymlicka 2012):

– strong on multiculturalism: Australia, Canada, Finland, Sweden;

– modest on multiculturalism: Belgium, Ireland, Norway, Portugal, Spain, United 
Kingdom;

– weak on multiculturalism: Austria, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, 
Netherlands, Switzerland.

It is notable that, in 2010, the overall average score for European countries was 
3.1. By contrast, Australia scored 8 and Canada scored 7.5. Within Europe, Sweden 
scored 7 and Finland 6, while Denmark scored 0, and Italy and Switzerland both 
scored 1. The full list of 2010 scores from Banting and Kymlicka (2012) is shown 
in Table 1.

Variability in the specific forms of multiculturalism across 
countries
While Banting and Kymlicka’s (2012) list of policies provides a useful indication 
of what multiculturalism means in practice, it fails to take into account a number of 
factors that have resulted in very different forms of multiculturalism being adopted 
in different countries. Multiculturalism varies across countries for a number of 
reasons, including differences in the culture of the dominant majority group, differ-
ences in immigration history, differences in indigenous national minority groups, 
and differences in the ways in which minority groups living in different countries 
wish to be recognised and accommodated. Multiculturalism also varies as a result 
of specific events that have occurred within individual countries and the policy 
actions that have been taken in response to those events. These factors have produced 
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significant variations in how multiculturalism has been institutionally implemented 
from one country to another.

Table 1: Multiculturalism scores in 2010 based on the Multiculturalism Policy Index 

Australia 8
Austria 1.5
Belgium 5.5
Canada 7.5
Denmark 0
Finland 6
France 2
Germany 2.5
Greece 2.5
Ireland 3
Italy 1
Netherlands 2
Norway 3.5
Portugal 3.5
Spain 3.5
Sweden 7
Switzerland 1
United Kingdom 5.5

Source: Banting and Kymlicka 2012.

For example, the Netherlands has developed a form of integrationist multicultural-
ism. In the 1980s and early 1990s, minority groups were granted the right to organise 
themselves and given resources to establish their own schools, associations and 
news media, etc. However, in more recent years, while the significance of minor-
ity identity is still recognised, a far greater emphasis has been placed on shared 
citizenship, core Dutch civic values, and economic and social participation, with 
the introduction of integration exams, civic education and an official expectation 
that immigrants understand Dutch history and culture (Prins and Saharso 2010).

By contrast, the UK has adopted what may be termed pluralistic multiculturalism. 
This involves support for cultural pluralism, the implementation of anti-racist, 
anti-discrimination and equal opportunities legislation, the introduction of multi-
cultural educational curricula, concessions over dress codes and the provision of 
public services information in multiple languages. In more recent years, as in the 
Netherlands, there has been a growing emphasis on integration and community 
cohesion, but official support for cultural pluralism has been maintained, particularly 
at the local level (Rattansi 2011).

Other forms of multiculturalism have emerged in countries outside Europe. In 
the USA, for example, official rhetoric has long emphasised melting-pot multi-
culturalism, in which immigrant cultures are intended to fuse together to form a 
new overarching American culture based on loyalty to the American constitution 
but which is tolerant of hyphenated identities such as Italian-American and Asian-
American that are allowed to retain their cultural distinctiveness. That said, in the 
20th century, this rhetoric was accompanied by intense racism and segregation, 
which led to the birth of the black civil rights movement and the demand for equal 
group rights and affirmative action programmes to overcome historical inequities 
(Joppke 1996; Kivisto 2002).

India, by contrast, operates a constitutional multiculturalism based on individual 
rights and the protection of minorities, with each minority group being relatively 
self-ruling, operating within its own religious and cultural framework, and admin-
istering its own civil laws over personal issues such as marriage, caste, inheritance, 
etc. The official system is therefore characterised by legal pluralism and coexist-
ence, with higher courts only becoming involved in cases of conflict (Benhabib 
2002; Mitra 2001).

Variability in the specific forms of multiculturalism within 
countries across time

Multiculturalism does not only vary across countries – it also varies significantly 
within countries over time. An analysis of how multiculturalism has been imple-
mented over the years within Canada is revealing in this respect. Kunz and Sykes 
(2007; see also Fleras and Kunz 2001) point out that, since its original introduction 
to Canada in 1971, multiculturalism has evolved through each successive decade in 
terms of its primary focus, identified problems and proposed solutions.

The 1970s were dominated by what Kunz and Sykes call ethnic multiculturalism 
with a focus on culture and the celebration of ethnic differences; in these years, 
prejudice was viewed as the primary problem, which needed to be tackled through 
individual adjustment to diversity through cultural sensitivity. In the 1980s, the 
emphasis shifted to equity multiculturalism, which was focused instead on race 
relations and removing barriers to economic participation; systematic discrimina-
tion was seen to be the primary problem, with employment equity and cultural 
accommodation being the required responses.

Civic multiculturalism emerged during the 1990s, which was focused on fostering 
constructive engagement, shared citizenship and a sense of belonging. Social exclu-
sion was viewed as the problem, which needed to be tackled through participation 
and inclusiveness. In the 2000s, in response to ethnic- and religious-based conflicts 
and debates concerning multiculturalism in both Europe and Canada, Kunz and 
Sykes suggest that an integrative multiculturalism has emerged, where the focus has 
shifted to concerns about accommodating religious sensitivities and an emphasis on 
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rights and responsibilities. They argue that there is now a need for greater mutual 
understanding, and that intercultural dialogue is required for meeting this need.

Three major forms of multiculturalism
This wide array of different forms of multiculturalism across countries and across 
time is potentially bewildering. Moreover, it makes the task of identifying the 
key features of multiculturalism, in order to compare them with the key features 
of interculturalism, extremely difficult. That said, there are three major forms of 
multiculturalism that should be singled out for special attention. These are what 
may be called symbolic, structural and dialogical multiculturalism.

Symbolic multiculturalism involves the celebration of ethnic heritage cultures by 
taking symbolic markers of ethnic groups such as their clothing, food and music, 
and using these as the defining characteristics of the groups, characteristics that are 
then offered for celebration and enjoyment by others at multicultural festivals, taught 
through multicultural education in schools, and supported and promoted through 
cultural centres. The aim is to preserve and protect cultural differences. Somewhat 
scathingly, this approach to multiculturalism has been dubbed the 3S model of 
multiculturalism, as it involves reducing culture to “saris, samosas and steel drums” 
(Alibhai-Brown 2000). As Kymlicka (2010) points out, symbolic multiculturalism 
is problematic because it ignores the fact that some minority customs and practices 
(for example, forced marriage) are not worthy of being celebrated, it encourages 
a view of culture as being defined exclusively in terms of a few trivial and safely 
inoffensive characteristics and practices which are immune to change and evolution, 
it tends to reinforce power inequalities within ethnic groups because traditional 
elites (typically older men) are consulted by the state in order to determine what 
constitutes the authentic cultural practices of the group, and it ignores the racism, 
discrimination and economic disadvantage which are commonly experienced by 
members of minority cultural groups.

In structural multiculturalism (or “equity multiculturalism”, to use Kunz and Sykes’ 
term), the emphasis is placed instead on tackling the deeper underlying political, 
economic and social disadvantages and inequalities that are routinely experienced 
by minority groups. This includes taking action to counter discrimination, giving 
special assistance to minority groups suffering from socio-economic disadvantages, 
remedying systematic educational disadvantages, and giving redress for group-based 
injustices and discrimination in the past. It entails the allocation by the state of appro-
priate resources to these various activities, with the goal of achieving educational, 
employment and economic equity, and equal treatment by public services and the 
law. Thus, structural multiculturalism involves the establishment of structures and 
processes which ensure that the members of minority groups are treated in a fair 
and just manner, the underlying assumption being that the political recognition of 
minority cultural groups can only be effective when it is embedded within a dis-
mantling of the systems of subordination and domination which are responsible for 
the disadvantages and inequalities to which minority groups are often subjected.

Dialogical multiculturalism takes a very different perspective, and it currently rep-
resents a normative stance on how multiculturalism should be implemented rather 
than a description of an actual system of policies that has been applied within any 
given country to date. The primary exponent of dialogical multiculturalism is Parekh 
(2006). Noting that multicultural societies consist of multiple cultural communities, 
each of which has its own distinct system of meaning and significance, Parekh sug-
gests that multiculturalism is about how these cultural communities should relate to 
one another. He argues that the norms that should govern this relationship between 
cultures cannot be derived from any one culture alone but only through “an open 
and equal dialogue between them” (2006: 13). Dialogical multiculturalism therefore 
attempts to delineate the ethical norms, principles and institutional structures that 
are required for such dialogue to occur. Parekh argues that intercultural dialogue 
requires a set of constitutional, legal and civic values which he calls the “operative 
public values” of the society; these values are required to determine the conditions 
under which, and the procedures through which, disagreements and conflicts about 
cultural practices may be resolved. Importantly, dialogical multiculturalism empha-
sises “a shared commitment to dialogue in both the political and non-political areas 
of life as the unifying focus and principle of society” (2006: 15).

Some of the sources of the debate concerning the relationship between multicultur-
alism and interculturalism should now be apparent. Multiculturalism has taken so 
many different forms across countries and over time that it is vital to know which 
form of multiculturalism is being used in the comparison with interculturalism 
before the accuracy of any conclusions about the relationship between the two can 
be assessed. Furthermore, there are forms of multiculturalism (such as dialogical 
multiculturalism) that stress the importance of intercultural dialogue. Because 
intercultural dialogue is arguably the central feature of interculturalism, the issue of 
the relationship between multiculturalism and interculturalism is far from clear-cut.

The backlash against multiculturalism
Despite the fact that there is an enormous variation in the forms of multiculturalism 
that have emerged in response to the specific circumstances of different countries, 
recent years have witnessed a dramatic upsurge in criticisms of all forms of multi-
culturalism at the level of political discourse. Within Europe, these criticisms cul-
minated in statements that were made by three European leaders: by Angela Merkel 
in October 2010, who declared that multiculturalism had “utterly failed” (Merkel 
2010); by David Cameron in February 2011, who stated that multiculturalism was a 
“failed” policy of the past which had weakened collective identity and encouraged 
different cultures to live separate lives (Cameron 2011); and by Nicolas Sarkozy also 
in February 2011, who claimed that multiculturalism had been “a failure” because 
it had been too concerned with the identities of immigrants and not enough with 
the identity of the receiving country (Sarkozy 2011).

These statements were made at the end of a decade in which a range of arguments 
had been put forward by numerous commentators questioning the suitability of 
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multiculturalism as a strategy for managing cultural diversity. Among the arguments 
made during this period, the following are probably the most salient:

– that multiculturalism encourages members of different cultures to live sepa-
rately in parallel communities that have only minimal contact and interaction 
with one another, generating mutual ignorance and mistrust;

– that multiculturalism weakens collective identities and common values, and 
undermines national identity and loyalty to the country;

– that multiculturalism supports and encourages minority cultural practices that 
are morally unacceptable (such as female circumcision, forced marriage, and 
the subordination of women);

– that multiculturalism encourages disaffected minority youth to engage in civil 
disturbances and riots;

– that multiculturalism encourages Muslim youth to embrace religious funda-
mentalism, extremism and terrorism;

– that multiculturalism institutionalises cultural differences based on a view of 
cultures as monolithic static communities each of which is characterised by 
a clearly identifiable set of beliefs and practices that are shared by all of its 
members, a view which ignores the social reality of cultures as fluid, hetero-
geneous, internally contested and evolving social collectivities;

– that multiculturalism prevents honest debate about societal problems through 
a political correctness that brands any criticism of multiculturalism as “racist” 
and that denies the existence of social problems linked to immigration, race 
and ethnicity.

These arguments have been debated intensely over the past decade, with no con-
sensus emerging (see, for example, the discussions in Alibhai-Brown 2000; Cantle 
2005, 2012; Eade, Barrett, Flood and Race 2008; Joppke 2004, 2009; Kymlicka 
2007, 2010; Modood 2007; A. Phillips 2007; M. Phillips 2006; Rattansi 2011; 
Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2007; Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010a; Wikan 2002).

Irrespective of the merits or demerits of these various arguments, there has been a 
retreat from the use of the term “multiculturalism” in political and policy discourse 
over the past decade. In its place, terms such as “culturally diverse”, “diversity man-
agement” and “interculturalism” have come to be used with increasing frequency 
instead. Vertovec and Wessendorf (2010b) argue that these terms in many policy 
documents are interchangeable with the terms “multicultural” and “multicultural-
ism”, and that there is no substantive difference in underlying meanings, with the 
shift in terminology disguising substantial continuities in policies. This terminologi-
cal shift is a further reason why it is vital to look beneath the surface terms when 
making judgements about the relationship between older “multiculturalist” policies 
and more recent “interculturalist” policies, and to examine the details of policies, 
rather than relying on their labelling.

That said, it is clear that there has been a shift over the past decade towards a much 
greater emphasis on the civic integration of cultural minorities and immigrants in 
many European countries, with more restrictive and demanding integration poli-
cies having been introduced during this period. Analysing changes in integration 
policies between 1997 and 2009, Goodman (2010) found that civic integration 
requirements had increased very significantly across this time period in Austria, 
Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands and the UK, and had also increased in 
Finland, Luxembourg and Portugal. Integration requirements had remained broadly 
equivalent in Belgium, Greece, Ireland, Italy and Spain.

Surveying the integration policies and programmes in nine European countries, 
Carrera (2005) notes that integration programmes tend to include language classes, 
civic courses, which aim to familiarise migrants with the history, civic values 
and cultural traditions of the country concerned, and some kind of labour-market 
orientation or vocational training. These programmes are typically aimed at new 
adult immigrants, although in some countries, existing settled immigrants with 
integration needs also have to take the programmes. Exempted groups usually 
include EU citizens, highly skilled workers and professionals, students and asylum 
seekers. In several countries, these integration courses are mandatory and have to 
be completed successfully in order for immigrants to obtain residency rights and 
access to welfare benefits, and, in some countries, failure to successfully complete 
the course results in sanctions being applied, ranging from fines, loss of residency 
rights, and in some cases, expulsion from the country.

Is there a retreat from multiculturalism over and above the new 
emphasis on integration?
While integration has become a new emphasis of immigration policy in many 
European countries over the past decade, it is dubious that there has been a more 
general retreat from multiculturalist policies in Europe since 2000. The study by 
Banting and Kymlicka (2012) cited earlier in this chapter did not only examine the 
multiculturalism policies of countries in 2010 – it also examined the multicultural-
ism policies of the same countries in 1980 and 2000. It was found that in 1980, the 
average multiculturalism score for European countries was 0.7; in 2000, it was 2.1; 
while in 2010, it had risen to 3.1. These figures suggest that while multiculturalism 
has been under attack at the level of political discourse between 2000 and 2010 
within Europe, there has not been a retreat from multiculturalism at the level of 
policy during the same period – in fact, the opposite would appear to be the case, 
with multiculturalism policies actually having been strengthened between 2000 
and 2010 in many European countries. The countries in which there has been the 
most notable strengthening of multiculturalism policies between these years are:

– Belgium: score up from 3 to 5.5;

– Finland: score up from 1.5 to 6;

– Greece: score up from 0.5 to 2.5;
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– Ireland: score up from 1.5 to 3;
– Norway: score up from 0 to 3.5;
– Portugal: score up from 2 to 3.5;
– Spain: score up from 1 to 3.5;
– Sweden: score up from 5 to 7.

The only countries in which there have been retreats from multiculturalism policies 
between 2000 and 2010 are:
– Denmark: score down from 0.5 to 0;
– Italy: score down from 1.5 to 1;
– Netherlands: score down from 5.5 to 2.

Thus, with the notable exception of the Netherlands, there has not been a significant 
retreat from multiculturalist policies in recent years in Europe. At first glance, these 
findings might appear to be at odds with the enhancement of integration policies 
in many of the same countries during exactly the same period. However, there is 
no contradiction. Providing immigrants with opportunities to learn the language 
of the country of settlement, to learn about the history, civic values and cultural 
traditions of the country, and to receive labour-market orientation or training, is 
entirely compatible with multiculturalism, that is, with according the beliefs and 
practices of minority groups the same level of recognition and accommodation that 
is accorded to the majority cultural group. Proof that this is the case is provided by 
both Canada and Australia, whose robust multiculturalist policies have always been 
accompanied by equally robust integration policies, with cultural recognition and 
accommodation being combined with support for learning the national language, 
for learning about the traditions and values of the country and for employment 
(Banting and Kymlicka 2012).

An important conceptual distinction that needs to be borne in mind in this context is 
that between “integration” and “assimilation” (Modood 2007). The term “integra-
tion” denotes the incorporation of minority cultural groups into mainstream society 
through a two-way interaction process in which both cultural minorities and the 
cultural majority make accommodations to each other (which is fully compatible 
with multiculturalism). Integration is therefore to be distinguished from assimila-
tion, where the accommodation is made only by cultural minorities, and not by the 
majority. Thus, while there is indeed a contradiction between multiculturalism and 
assimilation, there is no contradiction between multiculturalism and integration, 
as the examples of Canada and Australia demonstrate.

Not only has there not been a general abandonment of multiculturalism at the 
policy level over the past decade, evidence suggests that public opinion support 
for multiculturalism has also remained high during this period. For example, ana-
lysing data from Eurobarometer and the European Social Survey, EUMC (2005) 
reports that resistance to a multicultural society in the period from 1997 to 2003 was 
expressed by only about a quarter of Europeans in EU member states. This figure 

is  consistent with that obtained in a more recent Eurobarometer survey conducted 
in 2007 (Gallup Organization 2007) in which data were collected from over 27,000 
citizens living in the 27 member states of the EU. The 2007 survey found that almost 
three-quarters of respondents believed that people with a different ethnic, religious 
or national background enriched the cultural life of their country, while two-thirds 
of respondents were of the opinion that family cultural traditions should be retained 
by younger generations.

These findings are also consistent with those obtained in another study conducted 
by Breugelmans, van de Vijver and Schalk-Soekar (2009) in the Netherlands, the 
country which, as we have seen, has experienced the most dramatic retreat from 
multiculturalism between 2000 and 2010. Because of the assassinations of Pim 
Fortuyn in 2002 and Theo van Gogh in 2004, and the prevalence of negative politi-
cal discourse about multiculturalism in the Netherlands, it is often assumed that 
majority Dutch attitudes towards multiculturalism have become much more negative 
over the past decade. However, analysing survey data on Dutch majority attitudes 
collected in 1999, 2001, 2004, 2005, 2006 and 2007, Breugelmans and colleagues 
found that attitudes towards multiculturalism actually became progressively more 
positive across this nine-year period with the sole exception of a short-term dip in 
the positivity of attitudes in 2005 in the wake of the van Gogh assassination. Thus, 
attitudes towards multiculturalism in 2007 were the most positive of all, standing 
at 4.67 on a 7-point scale, significantly higher than they were in 1999 when they 
stood at 3.97. Exactly the same increasingly positive pattern over time held for more 
specific attitudes such as support for diversity in the Netherlands, support for the 
notion that minorities should be assisted by the majority, and support for minority 
rights and social participation.

Thus, the evidence reveals that, while discourse about multiculturalism by politi-
cians and by political commentators has indeed become far more critical over the 
past decade, and while there has also been an increasing emphasis on integration 
over the same period, multiculturalism policies have typically been strengthened 
in European countries during this period, while public attitudes towards cultural 
minorities and multiculturalism have remained largely positive across the decade.

The core features of interculturalism
Turning now to the second broad approach for managing culturally diverse societies 
with which this book is concerned, it is notable that the movement towards intercul-
turalism within Europe has been accelerating in recent years, with the Council of 
Europe playing a leading role in its advocacy particularly through its publication of 
the White Paper on intercultural dialogue – “Living together as equals in dignity” 
in 2008. In addition to the White Paper, other notable statements of interculturalism 
are provided by Wood and Landry (2008), Bouchard (2011) and Cantle (2012), as 
well as by several chapters in the present volume. Drawing on all of these texts, 
it is possible to identify the following characteristics as forming the core features 
of interculturalism.
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First, it is important to note that interculturalism shares a number of features with 
multiculturalism. In particular, interculturalism values cultural diversity and plu-
ralism, which in turn necessarily entails the implementation of reasonable cultural 
accommodation. Interculturalism also places emphasis on integration and social 
inclusion, where integration is defined as a two-way process in which both minorities 
and majorities make accommodations towards each other. In addition, and again 
just like multiculturalism, interculturalism is concerned with tackling the underly-
ing structural political, economic and social disadvantages and inequalities that are 
often experienced by members of minority groups, which involves taking action to 
counter discrimination, affirmative action to give special assistance to disadvan-
taged groups, and taking steps to eliminate systematic educational disadvantages. 
In other words, interculturalism builds upon the foundations of multiculturalism.

However, over and above these similarities, interculturalism places a central empha-
sis on intercultural dialogue, interaction and exchange. “Intercultural dialogue” itself 
may be defined as the open and respectful exchange of views between individuals 
and groups that have different cultural affiliations, on the basis of equality. This 
emphasis on intercultural interaction and dialogue is present in some versions of 
multiculturalism (such as Parekh’s dialogical multiculturalism) but not in all ver-
sions. Interculturalism proposes that intercultural dialogue helps people to develop 
a deeper understanding of cultural beliefs and practices that are different from their 
own, fosters mutual understanding, increases interpersonal trust, co-operation and 
participation, and promotes tolerance and mutual respect. In addition, intercul-
turalism proposes that, at the societal level, intercultural dialogue helps to reduce 
prejudice and stereotypes in public life, facilitates relationships between diverse 
national, ethnic, linguistic and faith communities, and fosters integration, a sense 
of common purpose and the cohesion of culturally diverse societies.

Interculturalism aims especially to generate a strong sense of a cohesive society 
based on shared universal values. Some versions of interculturalism propose that 
these shared values should be developed through the process of intercultural dia-
logue, in the course of which a new common culture will gradually emerge. By 
contrast, from the perspective of the Council of Europe, the universal values upon 
which interculturalism is based are human rights, democracy, the rule of law, and 
the recognition that all human beings have equal dignity and are entitled to equal 
respect. When based on the latter approach, interculturalism rejects moral relativ-
ism on the grounds of “cultural difference” and instead adopts a critical stance on 
illiberal cultural practices that violate these universal values.

Interculturalism also proposes that, in order to participate effectively in intercultural 
dialogue, citizens need to be equipped with intercultural competence. This compe-
tence includes, inter alia, open-mindedness, empathy, multiperspectivity, cognitive 
flexibility, communicative awareness, the ability to adapt one’s behaviour to new 
cultural contexts, and linguistic, sociolinguistic and discourse skills including skills 
in managing breakdowns in communication. The White Paper explicitly argues 
that intercultural competence is not acquired automatically: instead, it needs to 

be learned, practised and maintained throughout life. Formal educational systems 
have a major role to play in this regard, and there should be an increased emphasis 
on intercultural education throughout primary, secondary and higher education. In 
addition, civil society organisations, religious communities and the media have an 
important role to play as they can also contribute to the development of individuals’ 
intercultural competence.

Interculturalism proposes that intercultural dialogue requires a culturally neutral 
legal and institutional framework, as well as institutional structures that actively 
support and encourage intercultural dialogue. The design of institutions needs to 
be respectful of the specific cultural needs and requirements of minority groups 
so that members of these groups are not unfairly excluded from participation in 
society more generally and from intercultural dialogue more specifically. Hence, 
interculturalism once again emphasises the need for reasonable accommodation.

Discrimination, disadvantage in education and employment, poverty and mar-
ginalisation all represent structural barriers to intercultural dialogue. Individuals 
affected by these phenomena are less able to participate in intercultural dialogue. 
Interculturalism’s concern with these factors therefore stems not only from con-
siderations of social justice. It is also concerned with these factors because they 
restrict the possibilities for intercultural dialogue. Hence, from the perspective of 
interculturalism, there are multiple reasons why public authorities need to take 
action to counter these phenomena, and public authorities also need to actively 
support access to intercultural dialogue by those who belong to disadvantaged 
or marginalised groups in order to ensure that they are not excluded from such 
dialogue by default.

A further significant barrier to intercultural dialogue is presented by individuals, 
groups and political organisations preaching hatred and intolerance towards  people 
with different cultural affiliations. Interculturalism requires action to be taken 
throughout society to eliminate all forms of racism and xenophobia. Such action 
should be taken by public authorities, civil society organisations and the mass 
media, all of which should also aim to provide objective information about cul-
tural minorities and migrants, and should seek to challenge stereotypes, myths and 
misrepresentations of people with other cultural affiliations whenever these occur.

Another potential barrier to successful intercultural dialogue is the difficulty of com-
municating without a lingua franca. Interculturalism advocates that the members 
of minority cultures need to learn the language of the dominant majority culture to 
enable them to participate in intercultural dialogue. At the same time, there should 
be provision for mother-tongue instruction not only because the use of minority 
languages is a basic human right, but also to ensure that such languages are pro-
tected and can continue to contribute to the cultural wealth of the broader society. 
In addition, all individuals, including members of the majority group, should be 
given the opportunity to develop their plurilingual competence so that they are more 
effectively equipped to engage in intercultural exchange and dialogue with others.
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A further emphasis of interculturalism is the need for public authorities to create and 
support meeting places and spaces for dialogue that are open to all, including public 
squares, parks, markets, community and social centres, kindergartens, schools, uni-
versities and youth clubs, churches, mosques and synagogues, museums, libraries, 
cultural venues and other leisure facilities. Measures need to be implemented to 
ensure that people have equal access to all of these spaces. Public authorities should 
also take action to promote ethnically mixed neighbourhoods, and to promote the 
recruitment of ethnically mixed workforces by public bodies, businesses and civil 
society organisations and associations.

Interculturalism requires leadership and vision from those in power. Politicians 
and other influential figures within society should actively champion intercultural 
dialogue and seek to enhance public awareness of the importance of intercultural 
interaction and exchange. At the same time, they should counter the belief among 
members of the majority culture that cultural pluralism and intercultural compe-
tence require them to abandon their own culture, and they should affirm the value 
of all cultures, both majority and minority, for the contributions they make to the 
cultural wealth of society.

Finally, interculturalism proposes that intercultural dialogue should not only operate 
at the interpersonal level. It should also operate at the community, organisational, 
institutional and international levels. Dialogue not only reduces prejudice and 
enhances mutual understanding and respect between individuals, but it can also 
facilitate mutual understanding between different communities (as in the case of 
dialogue between communities that have been involved in interethnic tension or 
conflict), between different organisations and institutions (as in the case of inter-
faith dialogue between religious institutions), and between different countries and 
groups of countries (as in the case of relationships between countries to the north 
and south of the Mediterranean).

In summary, interculturalism:

– values cultural diversity and pluralism;

– places an emphasis on integration and social inclusion;

– proposes that structural sources of political, economic and social disadvantage, 
inequalities, discrimination, poverty and marginalisation should be eliminated;

– places a central emphasis on intercultural dialogue, interaction and exchange;

– aims to generate a strong sense of a cohesive society based on shared universal 
values;

– proposes that all citizens should be equipped with intercultural competence, 
primarily but not only through education;

– proposes that structures and policies, including a culturally neutral legal and 
institutional framework, should be developed to support intercultural inter-
action and dialogue;

– proposes that individuals, groups and political organisations preaching hatred 
and intolerance should be opposed;

– proposes that members of minority cultures should learn the language of the 
dominant majority culture, that there should be support for minority-language 
instruction, and that all members of society should have the opportunity to 
develop their plurilingual competence;

– proposes that meeting places and spaces for intercultural dialogue should be 
created;

– requires leadership and an intercultural vision from those in positions of power 
and influence;

– proposes that intercultural dialogue should operate at the interpersonal, com-
munity, organisational, institutional and international levels.

Interculturalist policies
The policies required to implement an interculturalist approach flow directly from 
the core features of interculturalism that have been listed above, and include all 
of the following:
– implementing reasonable accommodation measures;
– providing inclusion through employment, which may require forms of affirma-

tive action;
– providing inclusion through education, which may require devising new non-

discriminatory educational curricula and practices;
– facilitating access to citizenship by migrants in order to enhance their civic 

participation;
– legislating to combat all manifestations of discrimination, hatred and intoler-

ance;
– promoting intercultural dialogue, interaction and exchanges, especially at 

school, in the workplace and in the community, but also at the organisational, 
institutional and international levels;

– implementing intercultural education throughout the formal educational system 
in order to equip individuals with intercultural competence;

– creating state institutions and supporting civil society organisations that pro-
mote intercultural dialogue and provide intercultural education;

– training in intercultural issues for staff working for public authorities, public 
services and educational, civil society and mass media organisations;

– providing instruction in the language of the dominant majority culture for 
those members of cultural minority and migrant groups who require this;

– providing instruction and support in the use of minority languages;
– providing foreign-language education for all;
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– ensuring that urban planners and architects create places and spaces which 
facilitate intercultural encounters and dialogue;

– mounting public information campaigns to encourage individuals to interact 
across cultural boundaries and to engage in intercultural dialogue.

Criticisms of interculturalism

There are several criticisms that have been made of interculturalism, some of which 
are more significant than others. One common criticism is that it underestimates 
the structural problems that are faced by cultural minorities and migrants, and that 
until these structural problems are tackled and remedied, intercultural dialogue is 
a superficial action which cannot yield the intended outcomes of enhanced mutual 
understanding, tolerance, respect and a sense of common purpose. This criticism 
is based on an incomplete understanding of interculturalism. Interculturalism 
does not propose that intercultural dialogue can achieve these goals on its own. 
Interculturalism instead proposes that the encouragement of intercultural interac-
tion and dialogue must be accompanied by measures to tackle inequalities and 
structural disadvantages (including affirmative action, opposing discrimination and 
remedying educational disadvantage) if it is to achieve its intended goals. There is 
no equivocation within interculturalism over this matter.

A second criticism that is sometimes made against interculturalism is that it rests on 
a view of cultures as separate and clearly identifiable groups of people that, however, 
can be connected through a special form of dialogue that may take place between 
them. However, this criticism goes on to argue, cultures are not distinct, separate 
and clearly identifiable. Cultures are internally heterogeneous and contested col-
lectivities that have unclear boundaries and which bear significant influences from 
other cultures, and all individuals hold multiple cultural affiliations and identities 
(for example, ethnic, linguistic, national, religious, local, etc.) which they move 
between in a fluid manner according to context and need, all of which makes it 
impossible to identify the so-called “cultures” between which dialogue is supposed 
to occur in intercultural dialogue. While this criticism may have some relevance to 
naïve formulations of interculturalism, it does not apply to the more sophisticated 
formulations. For example, the White Paper is explicitly based on the perspective 
that individuals are not homogeneous social actors, that cultural identities are com-
plex, multiple, contextually sensitive and liable to change, and that intercultural 
dialogue is a process through which individuals can manage and enrich their own 
multiple cultural affiliations (see Section 3.2 of the White Paper). Furthermore, it 
may be argued that the term “intercultural” should properly be defined in terms of 
the subjective perceptions of individuals rather than in terms of any “objective” 
categorisation of people into cultures – so that “intercultural dialogue” is defined 
as dialogue that one has with others who are perceived to have different cultural 
affiliations from one’s own (see Chapter 8, where I develop this argument at greater 
length). Defining “intercultural” in terms of the perceptions of the individuals who 

are participating in the dialogue means that minimal assumptions are made about 
the nature of the cultures between which dialogue occurs.

A more challenging criticism of interculturalism stems from the fact that any 
dialogue is inevitably affected by status differentials and power relations between 
the participants within the dialogue and so it rarely takes place on a level playing 
field. Coupled with this concern, it is those individuals who occupy positions of 
power and privilege who tend to determine the implicit rules by which dialogue 
occurs, and their decisions are typically based on their own cultural perspective. 
Insofar as privileged elites tend to be drawn from the majority rather than minority 
cultures, these implicit rules often discriminate against cultural minorities. This is 
a significant problem for interculturalism. The pragmatic solution is to suggest that 
the rules of dialogue themselves must be drawn up through dialogue and consulta-
tion with those who are to participate in the dialogue (although, from a theoretical 
perspective, this solution leads to an infinite regress). More generally, this criticism 
of interculturalism serves to underline the crucial need to develop culturally sensitive 
policies that prevent the domination of cultural minorities by the cultural majority.

A further challenge for interculturalism is the fact that individuals may profess 
open-mindedness and respect for cultural difference but might only display these 
in relationship to some cultures and not others. There is a substantial body of social 
scientific research that has shown that people’s attitudes can be highly specific to 
the particular group being judged, so that an individual may have positive attitudes 
towards some groups but negative attitudes towards others (Barrett 2007; Brown 
2010). Kymlicka (2003) also draws attention to this issue, noting that global inter-
culturality is sometimes privileged over local interculturality, with people deploy-
ing their intercultural skills on more distant cultures and world languages that 
open up economic opportunities for them, but not on other cultures and languages 
that are more immediately present within their own neighbourhood or locale. 
Interculturalism requires individuals to exercise local interculturality every bit as 
much as, if not more than, global interculturality. However, local interculturality 
is especially difficult and challenging as it can involve breaking down people’s 
preconceptions, prejudices, misinterpretations, sense of threat and anxieties about 
others within the ambit of their everyday lives, and it can impact significantly and 
negatively on people’s sensitivities through misunderstandings of cultural nuances. 
Intercultural dialogue is not easy. However, this challenge needs to be met through 
the open acknowledgement of these difficulties and by responding to them in an 
equitable and just manner using suitable communication, negotiation, conciliation 
or mediation techniques, as appropriate.

One final major criticism of interculturalism is that it does not differ in any sub-
stantial respects from multiculturalism and that all of the defining or core features 
of interculturalism are already core features of multiculturalism. The most detailed 
and developed statement of this criticism is that presented by Meer and Modood 
(2012). They mount a sustained argument that there are some forms of multicul-
turalism that are as equally committed to intercultural dialogue and social cohesion 
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as interculturalism, and that there is no substantive difference between these more 
progressive forms of multiculturalism and interculturalism. This final criticism is 
discussed at length by Nasar Meer and Tariq Modood in Chapter 6 in the present 
volume, and comments on this criticism are provided in Chapters 3 and 4 by Robin 
Wilson and Ted Cantle, respectively.

The topics covered by the chapters in this book

This introductory chapter has sought to provide a general background to the numer-
ous issues that are discussed at length in this book. These issues are split up across 
the subsequent chapters in the following manner.

In Chapter 2, Ulrich Bunjes describes the development of the Council of Europe’s 
primary document on interculturalism, the White Paper on intercultural dialogue 
– “Living together as equals in dignity” (Council of Europe 2008). This document 
outlines the key features of interculturalism from the perspective of the Council 
of Europe. The Council of Europe has had a long history of involvement with 
intercultural matters, stretching back to the 1970s. Bunjes traces the history of this 
involvement through successive statements and declarations that have been made 
by the Council of Europe over the years. He also describes the process through 
which the White Paper was written. It was based on an extensive consultation 
with stakeholders, including the governments of the member states and numer-
ous religious communities, migrant communities, cultural organisations and other 
non-governmental organisations across Europe. The consultation resulted in an 
enormous amount of feedback, and revealed near unanimity on the value of diver-
sity and considerable support for interculturalism and intercultural dialogue as the 
best approach for dealing with cultural diversity as opposed to multiculturalism, 
which was viewed as encouraging communal segregation and mutual incompre-
hension and as undermining the rights of women. The text of the White Paper was 
written with the active involvement of the member states. Based on the messages 
that emerged from the consultation, it drew a clear conceptual distinction between 
multiculturalism and “the intercultural approach” (as interculturalism is called in 
the White Paper). Bunjes describes the key features of interculturalism that are laid 
out in the document. These include the use of intercultural dialogue to promote full 
respect for human rights, democracy and the rule of law, to foster equality, human 
dignity and a sense of common purpose, to enable individuals to develop a deeper 
understanding of diverse world views and practices, to increase co-operation and 
participation, and to promote tolerance and respect for others. He also explains 
that the intercultural approach in the White Paper is based on three notions: the 
recognition that all human beings should be able to enjoy equal dignity; the vision 
of a cohesive society grounded on a set of universal values (i.e., human rights, 
democracy and the rule of law, the three foundational pillars of the Council of 
Europe); and the acknowledgement that everyone has a responsibility for bringing 
about an intercultural society, including individuals, public authorities, civil society 
organisations, religious communities and the media. Bunjes describes the key policy 

directions that flow from these principles, and some of the numerous initiatives 
and projects that have emerged in the wake of the publication of the White Paper.

In Chapter 3, Robin Wilson provides additional commentary on the context in which 
the White Paper was produced. While the White Paper was in part a response to the 
perceived failures of multiculturalism, it was also a response to a series of crises 
that had recently taken place across Europe, including the interethnic clashes in 
the UK northern towns of Oldham, Bradford and Burnley (2001), the murder of 
Theo van Gogh in the Netherlands (2004), the Islamist bombings in Madrid (2004) 
and London (2005), the urban riots by Maghrebian youth in France (2005) and the 
Danish Islamophobic cartoon affair (2005). These critical events signalled the urgent 
need for a new paradigm for managing cultural diversity within Europe, a need that 
the White Paper sought to address. Wilson reiterates how the vision of intercultur-
alism contained in the White Paper is grounded on the universal norms of human 
rights, democracy and the rule of law. He also explains how the White Paper views 
the integration that takes place through intercultural dialogue as a genuine two-way 
process, in which both cultural minorities and cultural majorities are changed, 
enabling new synergies and transcultural possibilities to be realised. In this view, 
interculturalism differs from both the majoritarian ethos of assimilationism and the 
separationist ethos of multiculturalism – in the words of Wilson, “interculturalism 
vindicates the idea of a single moral realm, which allows differences to be resolved 
through dialogue, based on the reciprocal recognition of our common humanity”. 
He argues that both the state and civil society have key responsibilities within an 
interculturalist approach to offer safe spaces for intercultural dialogue and to pro-
vide institutions and actors who can actively encourage and support such dialogue.

In Chapter 4, Ted Cantle adds his voice to the case in favour of interculturalism. He 
argues that multiculturalism is ill adapted for dealing with the realities of life in the 
21st century as it is based on an outmoded binary conception of majority–minority 
relations. As such, it fails to give proper attention to the challenges of globalisation, 
migration, diasporas, transnationalism, ethnic super-diversity, hybrid identities, 
multiple identities and the rise of mixed-heritage populations. It also encourages the 
self-segregation of minority groups into residential ethnic enclaves, institutional-
ises cultural group differences, promotes ignorance and mistrust of others, and has 
encouraged the rise of far-right extremist political parties. It also no longer enjoys 
either governmental or popular support. For all of these reasons, Cantle claims that 
multiculturalism has failed, and that interculturalism is instead required to meet 
the challenges of the contemporary world. Interculturalism, for Cantle, is based on 
intercultural openness, dialogue and interaction. It incorporates and builds on some 
elements of multiculturalism, especially multiculturalism’s emphasis on equal treat-
ment and non-discrimination. But in contrast to multiculturalism, interculturalism 
concerns the creation of a culture of openness that challenges the entrenchment of 
separate communities and seeks to create common bonds, interdependency and 
interconnectedness. According to Cantle, intercultural contact and dialogue in 
themselves may not be sufficient to achieve these goals. Institutional support is also 
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required, especially from political, media and civil society institutions. In addition, it 
is vital for citizens to be equipped with cultural navigational skills and intercultural 
competence so that they are able to participate effectively in intercultural dialogue.

Chapter 5, by Gérard Bouchard, offers a vision of interculturalism that differs in 
an important respect from that offered in the three preceding chapters. His account 
of interculturalism has been developed within the context of Quebec, where the 
French-speaking population forms a majority while simultaneously forming a 
minority on the North American continent as a whole. For this reason, the French-
speaking culture in Quebec is fragile and there are anxieties concerning its future. 
As Bouchard shows, Canadian interculturalism offers the most appropriate response 
for addressing these anxieties. He characterises this approach as one which shares 
a number of important features with multiculturalism: the recognition of minority 
rights; the practice of reasonable accommodation; strong concern for the economic 
and social inclusion of minority individuals; anti-racism and anti-discrimination; 
and the acceptance that some minority individuals may wish to retain transnational 
links with their country of origin. However, interculturalism differs from multicul-
turalism because, unlike multiculturalism, it focuses on reciprocal integration and 
the creation of social bonds between the cultural majority and cultural minorities; 
promotes interactions, exchanges and joint civic initiatives between the majority 
and minorities; encourages the formation of a new common culture that is sustained 
by both the majority and minority cultures while preserving their core features; 
fosters the development of a new national culture that comprises the majority 
culture, minority cultures and the common culture; and supports a regime of inclu-
sive secularity. In addition, and importantly, Canadian interculturalism permits 
cultural interventionism in order to enable the majority culture to retain a sense of 
continuity with its heritage through the formal recognition of its legitimacy and 
through the legal protection and support of its practices. Bouchard argues that the 
non-neutrality of the state in the cultural sphere in favour of the cultural majority 
is not only legitimate but also necessary in cases such as Quebec, although such 
cultural interventionism must be carefully circumscribed to prevent it leading to any 
formalised dominance of the majority culture over minority cultures. He therefore 
differentiates Canadian interculturalism from Canadian multiculturalism, which 
posits that there is no majority culture within Canada and defines the country in 
terms of its diversity (a position which downgrades the status of Quebec culture to 
that of just one among many minority cultures). In developing the case for Canadian 
interculturalism, Bouchard notes that it may well have relevance to those European 
societies in which cultural majorities feel under threat.

Chapters 2 through to 5 therefore provide a detailed exposition of interculturalism, 
with all four authors making the case that interculturalism differs in important 
respects from multiculturalism, that multiculturalism has proved unsuitable for 
managing cultural diversity, and that interculturalism offers a much more suitable 
approach. However, in Chapter 6, Nasar Meer and Tariq Modood offer a very dif-
ferent perspective. They argue that interculturalism is usually contrasted positively 

with multiculturalism in four main ways: 1. interculturalism is more committed to 
interaction and dialogue than multiculturalism; 2. interculturalism puts less emphasis 
on groups and group identities than multiculturalism; 3. interculturalism is more 
committed to a sense of the whole and to societal cohesion than multicultural-
ism; and 4. interculturalism is less relativistic and less tolerant of illiberal cultural 
practices than multiculturalism. Meer and Modood take issue with all four claims. 
They point out, for example, that intercultural dialogue is an integral feature of 
both Taylor’s (1992) and Parekh’s (2000) foundational statements of the tenets of 
multiculturalism; that interculturalism relies upon a formulation of groups and group 
identities just as much as multiculturalism; that some versions of multiculturalism 
such as that advocated by Modood (2007) posit that multiculturalism should be 
tied to an inclusive national identity to foster commonality across differences and 
to provide a unifying framework of narratives, ceremonies and rituals to generate 
societal cohesion; and that the charge against multiculturalism of relativism and 
support of illiberalism derives from a confusion between religious and ethnic prac-
tices, a tendency to condemn religious practices, and a failure to examine issues 
on a case-by-case basis. Thus, they argue that interculturalism is not sufficiently 
different from multiculturalism to offer an original perspective or to represent an 
advance over it. Meer and Modood also suggest that multiculturalism is a preferable 
approach to interculturalism insofar as it recognises that social life involves not 
only individuals but also groups, and that the needs of both should be recognised 
and accommodated by the state. Because different groups experience disadvantage 
in different ways, policies need to be configured at the group level and not only at 
the individual level. Such an approach is, at its core, a multiculturalist approach.

The final three chapters in this book take a closer look at three specific topics in 
this debate between interculturalism and multiculturalism, namely language issues, 
intercultural competence and education. In Chapter 7, María del Carmen Méndez 
García and Michael Byram examine language issues and language policies. They 
argue that the White Paper and recent academic debates on interculturalism and 
multiculturalism (such as that which appeared in the Journal of Intercultural Studies 
2012) have failed to pay sufficient attention to language. In particular, they point out 
that there is a common failure to observe the conceptual distinctions that may be 
drawn between “multilingualism” and “plurilingualism” and between “pluricultural-
ity” and “interculturality”. “Multilingualism” refers to the co-existence of different 
languages in the same geographical area (which are not necessarily spoken by the 
same individuals), while “plurilingualism” refers to the ability of an individual 
speaker to use multiple languages, to varying degrees, for the purposes of com-
munication and to take part in intercultural interactions. “Pluriculturality” refers to 
the situation where an individual identifies with at least some of the values, beliefs 
and/or practices of two or more cultures and is able to participate actively in those 
cultures, whereas “interculturality” refers to an individual person’s capacity to be 
open-minded and respectful towards other cultures, to be willing to learn about other 
cultures, to communicate with people from other cultures, and to mediate among 
people of different cultures. Thus, interculturality does not involve identifying with, 
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or adopting the cultural practices of, other cultural groups. As Méndez García and 
Byram note, a sine qua non requirement for intercultural dialogue to take place is 
that the people who participate in that dialogue share a common language. A com-
mon language is vital for overcoming the so-called “barriers” between cultures, 
and yet most discussions about intercultural dialogue pay little or no attention to 
language, and fail to observe the conceptual distinctions between “multilingualism” 
and “plurilingualism” and between “pluriculturality” and “interculturality”. For this 
reason, documents such as the White Paper contain ambiguous statements and claims 
whenever language issues are being discussed. Méndez García and Byram argue 
that for the proper conceptualisation of both multiculturalism and interculturalism, 
much greater attention needs to be paid to language. Without such attention, policy 
recommendations in relation to the role of language in cultural interaction and 
communication will inevitably be weak and potentially ambiguous and confused.

The same conceptual distinction between “pluriculturality” and “interculturality” is 
made in Chapter 8 by Martyn Barrett. This chapter discusses the nature of intercul-
tural competence, and explores whether an emphasis on intercultural competence is 
a distinctive hallmark of interculturalism, which differentiates it from multicultural-
ism. Both the White Paper and Cantle (2012) argue that it is vital that citizens are 
equipped with the competence that is needed to engage in intercultural dialogue, 
but neither provides an explanation of what intercultural competence actually is. 
Reviewing the theoretical and empirical research that has been conducted by social 
scientists into intercultural competence, Barrett provides an account of what inter-
cultural competence is, what its constituent components are, and what intercultural 
competence enables people to achieve (which includes engaging in intercultural 
dialogue, respecting other cultures, and using one’s encounters with such people to 
learn about oneself and one’s own cultural positionings). This account of intercul-
tural competence is rooted in a non-essentialist view of culture, and distinguishes 
between interculturality (which does not require the individual to abandon their 
own cultural affiliations or to adopt the practices associated with other affiliations) 
and pluriculturality (that is, the competence to participate actively in multiple cul-
tures). Barrett notes that situating intercultural competence within the framework 
of values of the Council of Europe implies that not all cultural practices should be 
respected irrespective of their nature; instead, respect ought to be withheld from 
practices that violate the principles of human rights, democracy and the rule of law. 
He further suggests that these three fundamental principles should form the core 
of the unifying civic values and public culture that are needed to foster a sense of 
common purpose and cohesion across cultural differences. Education is identified 
as the most important means through which people’s intercultural competence 
can be enhanced, with education being construed in a broad sense to include not 
only formal but also non-formal and informal education, thereby implicating not 
only schools and universities, but also civil society organisations and the family 
within its purview. Comparing intercultural education with multicultural education, 
Barrett concludes that there is overlap between the two as it is not only intercultural 
education which has as its primary goal the development of intercultural compe-

tence; some forms of multicultural education are also devoted to the development 
of “multicultural competence” which, in some formulations, is indistinguishable 
from ‘“intercultural competence”. For this reason, an emphasis on intercultural 
competence cannot be said to be a distinctive hallmark of interculturalism that 
clearly differentiates interculturalism from multiculturalism.

Chapter 9, by Léonce Bekemans, continues the emphasis on education as the most 
important means for tackling the challenges created by cultural diversity. He argues 
that education has always been shaped throughout history by cultural develop-
ments, and the societal challenges that we are facing today mean that our current 
conceptions of education once again need to be re-shaped accordingly. He proposes 
that it is time for Europe to move away from multiculturalism, that is, away from 
policies that are designed to support the peaceful co-existence of different cultures 
within society so that they may provide a richness for all, towards interculturalism, 
that is, to a more dynamic policy approach which encourages respectful and open 
interaction between individuals from different cultural backgrounds in order to 
promote tolerance and mutual understanding, prevent conflicts and enhance social 
cohesion. As Bekemans points out, education has a key role to play in this transition 
as it is able to prepare people of different backgrounds for living together and for 
responsible citizenship. According to this view, the priority task of education should 
be to enable individuals to acquire the attitudes, knowledge, skills and behaviours 
which they need to become responsible citizens within multicultural societies, and 
it should also assist them in appreciating the values of democracy, human rights, 
equality, participation, partnership, social cohesion and social justice. Education 
should therefore aim to develop political and cultural literacy, respect for otherness, 
the skills that are needed to participate actively in public life, and knowledge of 
languages, and it should aim to instil behaviour patterns of availability, openness and 
dialogue, and promote the capacity for constructive conviviality. Bekemans argues 
that citizenship education needs to be revised and strengthened and transformed 
into intercultural citizenship education, which involves the learning and teaching 
of intercultural competence. Along with Barrett, Bekemans views intercultural 
education as a challenge not only for formal education but also for non-formal and 
informal education. In other words, all societal and social institutions and actors 
have a role to play in enabling people to live together harmoniously against a 
background of cultural diversity.

Conclusion

As noted at the outset of this chapter, there are very different perspectives on the 
relationship that exists between interculturalism and multiculturalism and these 
differences have led to a lively debate in this field. Some of the disagreements that 
have arisen in the course of this debate may stem from terminological differences, 
for example, the use of the same term (such as “multiculturalism”) to refer to a 
range of different underlying concepts, and of different terms (such as “multicul-
tural competence” and “intercultural competence”) to refer to similar underlying 



38

Interculturalism and multiculturalism: similarities and differences

39

Introduction – Interculturalism and multiculturalism: concepts and controversies  

concepts. There has certainly been a shift in the terminology used in political and 
policy discourse in relationship to cultural diversity over the past ten years or so 
that appears to be related to a shift in the concepts under discussion, but because 
this shift has occurred in many countries without a corresponding change in poli-
cies, the potential for controversy is exacerbated still further.

In addition, it needs to be recognised that interculturalism and multiculturalism 
share a number of common features, including the need for the reasonable accom-
modation of minority beliefs and practices, and the need to tackle deeper structural 
inequalities and disadvantages. This overlap in the two approaches no doubt also 
contributes to misunderstandings concerning their relationship.

However, there are also some substantive differences in points of view within this 
debate. Some authors such as Meer and Modood argue that all of the supposedly 
distinctive characteristics of interculturalism are already present within some 
previous formulations of multiculturalism, while other authors such as Cantle and 
Bouchard (and indeed the White Paper) argue that while interculturalism builds 
upon some important aspects of multiculturalism, they nevertheless represent two 
very different approaches.

While a process of comparing and contrasting theoretical formulations is one way 
in which to examine whether or not interculturalism and multiculturalism differ, 
another way is by comparing and contrasting the policies that are yielded by the two 
approaches. To this end, each of the chapters that follow concludes with a statement 
of the concrete policy implications that flow from the theoretical position that has 
been articulated within the chapter; in addition, some of the policies indicative of 
both approaches have been outlined in this current chapter. The reader is invited 
to consider not only the theoretical arguments, but also these statements of policy 
implications in drawing their own conclusions concerning the relationship between 
interculturalism and multiculturalism.
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2 –  The intercultural milestone: the history 
of the Council of Europe’s “White Paper 
on intercultural dialogue”

Ulrich Bunjes

When the foreign ministers of the 47 member states of the Council of Europe finally 
launched the White Paper on intercultural dialogue – “Living together as equals in 
dignity” in May 2008, they were positively aware of the magnitude of the project. 
In the course of almost 20 high-level meetings, held over a period of several months 
in Strasbourg and elsewhere in Europe, it had become evident to everyone involved 
that the subject of intercultural dialogue is complex, controversial and challenging.

Introducing “intercultural dialogue”

Broadly speaking, everything the Council of Europe has done since its creation in 
1949 is directly or indirectly related to the management and promotion of cultural 
diversity and intercultural dialogue. Its core mandate is to defend and extend human 
rights, democracy and the rule of law. These values are preconditions for a thriving, 
culturally diverse society.

The genesis of the White Paper, however, is intricately linked to the European 
political landscape of the 1990s.

Whilst the Council of Europe had since the 1970s organised with educators, young 
people and civil society organisations numerous projects on concepts like “inter-
cultural understanding”, “intercultural education” and “global education”, the issue 
seldom if ever left the domain of experts and practitioners. Moreover, the problem 
was mainly seen in a worldwide North–South context, rarely as a domestic challenge 
although at that stage transfrontier migration had in many regions already set in.

The situation changed with the fall of the Berlin Wall, the violent conflicts it entailed, 
and the subsequent redrawing of many international borders in Europe. Large popu-
lation groups found themselves suddenly in the position of “minorities”, where 
they had been “majorities” for as long as they could remember. The first Summit 
of Heads of State and Government of the Council of Europe, in Vienna in 1993, 
explicitly acknowledged the need to protect the national minorities “which the 
upheavals of history have established in Europe” (Vienna Declaration) and argued 
that “a climate of tolerance and dialogue” is necessary for the participation of all 
in political life, for stability and peace.

It is not farfetched to see here the earliest trace of the emerging concept of inter-
cultural dialogue, at the highest political level in Europe.

Répétition du titre pour avoir les 
entêtes impaires avec la majuscule
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Intercultural dialogue was ennobled two years later in the first international legal 
document ever mentioning the concept. In 1995, the Council of Europe opened for 
signature the “Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities”, 
which instructs the ratifying state to “encourage a spirit of tolerance and intercultural 
dialogue and take effective measures to promote mutual respect and understanding 
and co-operation among all persons living on their territory, irrespective of those 
persons’ ethnic, cultural, linguistic or religious identity, in particular in the fields 
of education, culture and the media.” By today’s standards, the concept of 1995 
was however far from settled; the (unofficial) “Explanatory Memorandum” accom-
panying the convention described the aim of this paragraph rather loosely as the 
promotion of tolerance and intercultural dialogue “by eliminating barriers between 
persons belonging to ethnic, cultural, linguistic and religious groups through the 
encouragement of intercultural organisations and movements which seek to promote 
mutual respect and understanding and to integrate these persons into society whilst 
preserving their identity.”

In the following years, the need to clarify the concept at an international level 
became increasingly urgent. In 1998, the UN General Assembly declared the year 
2000 to be the “United Nations Year of Dialogue among Civilizations”, leaving 
open the exact character of the “positive and mutually beneficial interaction” which 
the decision invited. In the eyes of the world, the terrorist attacks of 9/11 raised 
profound questions related to cultural and religious diversity. In 2004, the initiative 
for an “Alliance of Civilizations” started at UN level.

Whilst the Second Summit of the Council of Europe in 1997 referred only to the 
need to promote the understanding “between the citizens of the North and the 
South”, some years later, the narrative had thoroughly evolved. The conferences of 
specialised ministers responsible for culture (Opatija, October 2003) and education 
(Athens, November 2003) recognised their new role and responsibilities in initiating 
intercultural dialogue and intercultural education. The European Heads of State and 
Government, assembled in Warsaw for their third summit in May 2005, agreed to 
“foster European identity and unity, based on shared fundamental values, respect 
for our common heritage and cultural diversity. We are resolved to ensure that our 
diversity becomes a source of mutual enrichment, inter alia, by fostering political, 
inter-cultural and inter-religious dialogue.”

Meeting in Faro, Portugal, a few months later, the European ministers responsible 
for culture finally formulated a proper Council of Europe strategy for developing 
intercultural dialogue. The “Faro Declaration” of November 2005 not only proposed 
to launch a White Paper (“on integrated policies for the management of cultural 
diversity through intercultural dialogue and conflict prevention”), it also contained 
in nuce already the basic elements of what, 30 months later, would become the 
White Paper on intercultural dialogue – “Living together as equals in dignity”. 
The process had started.

Designing the White Paper process

At that stage, the Council of Europe had hardly any experience of White Papers 
– unlike the European Commission and the governments of some member states, 
which frequently use White Papers as authoritative statements on future policies 
and as invitations for debate.

In 2000, the Council of Europe Steering Committee on Bioethics (CDBI) had 
worked on a White Paper on the protection of the human rights and dignity of peo-
ple suffering from mental disorder; the document, drawn up by a group of experts, 
was explicitly published for public consultation purposes with a view to drawing 
up guidelines to be included in a new legal instrument of the Council of Europe. 
In 2002, the European Committee on Legal Co-operation (CDCJ) authorised the 
publication of a White Paper on principles concerning the establishment and legal 
consequences of parentage, prepared by an expert committee on family law. The 
plan to produce a White Paper on everyday violence in the member states (2002) did 
not materialise. None of these projects ever came close to committing the Council 
of Europe or its member states.

The absence of precedents, predetermined formats and procedures left the organs 
of the Council of Europe a wide margin of manoeuvre when the internal discus-
sions set in after the Faro conference. Although the idea of a “Green Paper” (as a 
precursor of a later, more mature “White Paper”) was mooted for a while without 
result, a political consensus quickly emerged on three basic parameters: the new 
White Paper would be a document approved at the highest political level, i.e. by the 
Committee of Ministers; it would be the result of a wide consultation process with 
all major stakeholders; and it would reflect fully the achievements of the Council 
of Europe and its organs and institutions in all areas connected to cultural diversity.

Work started in 2005 under the direction of Gabriella Battaini-Dragoni, at the time 
Director General and Council of Europe Coordinator for Intercultural Dialogue. An 
editorial team and an inter-secretariat task force were set up, piloting the process.

Stakeholder consultations

The fact that after its publication the White Paper met with such widespread 
approval among governments and non-state actors, is mainly due to the decision to 
produce the document in a process of dialogue, and to give serious consideration 
to the views expressed by the various partners. As the document itself states, “it 
is in many ways a product of the democratic deliberation which is at the heart of 
intercultural dialogue itself”.

Consultations started in January 2007 with the publication of a 22-page “consulta-
tion document”, distributed widely among Council of Europe contacts and through 
the web; the document set out the political background, the procedures and issues, 
and formulated 33 generic questions.
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The following consultation rounds were conducted at different levels and with 
different tools, but were always mindful of the emerging wide interpretation of 
intercultural dialogue as a task ideally for everyone (and certainly not just politicians 
and maybe some educators and experts, as the conventional view had it at the time). 
One advantage of the Council of Europe for this type of operation is that it is not 
purely intergovernmental in character; it also regularly brings together hundreds 
of experts sent by more than a dozen specialised ministries in all member states, 
members of national parliaments, representatives of local and regional authorities, 
and civil society organisations.

The first round of consultations, therefore, involved 12 relevant steering commit-
tees of the Council of Europe, the registry of the European Court of Human Rights, 
members of the Parliamentary Assembly and the Congress of Local and Regional 
Authorities, as well as other bodies of the Council of Europe including the European 
Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), the High-level Task Force on 
Social Cohesion and the Commissioner for Human Rights.

Questionnaires were sent to all governments of member states, inviting them to 
formulate their overall policy vision on the management of cultural diversity in 
democratic societies; their understanding of the concept of cultural diversity and 
intercultural dialogue; the measures taken or planned to promote cultural diversity, 
intercultural dialogue and social cohesion at national and local level; and their 
expectations of the Council of Europe. They were also invited to identify examples 
of good practice.

A second group of consultations was conducted with large target groups outside the 
Council of Europe. Questionnaires, similar to the ones distributed to governments, 
were published online and sent to numerous religious communities, migrant com-
munities and cultural and other non-governmental organisations across the continent.

Thirdly, the Council of Europe Secretariat organised (or co-organised) debates with 
selected organisations representing migrants, women, young people, journalists 
and media operators. International partner institutions were invited to contribute 
their views.

A wealth of views and suggestions
The White Paper itself classified the comments provided during these consultation 
rounds as “generous”, and offered a cursory summary. It notably acknowledged the 
confidence of all stakeholders “that the Council of Europe, because of its normative 
foundation and its wealth of experience, was well placed to take a timely initiative”.

The depth and variety of the arguments contributed by the consultees deserve three 
major observations.

Firstly, the sheer quantity of replies to the questionnaires astonished those who 
prepared the White Paper. The governments of almost two-thirds of the 47 member 
states of the Council of Europe responded in writing. Some of their replies were so 

substantial that they almost matched the White Paper in volume and argumentative 
differentiation; others were more formal and concise. This was in itself a strong 
indication that the topic had left the realm of academic debate; cultural diversity and 
intercultural dialogue had clearly become political issues in all parts of the continent.

Civil society organisations also replied in significant numbers. Almost 100 “main-
stream” NGOs and organisations representing the interests of migrants, asylum 
seekers and IDPs used the occasion to provide – often very substantial – comments, 
which showed how far civil society reflection on the challenges of cultural diversity 
had progressed in recent years.

Secondly, with the exception of a few specific issues, the range of governmental 
positions on the concept of intercultural dialogue and promotional measures resem-
bled the range of views among NGOs.

There was almost unanimity with regard to the value of diversity as an enriching 
element of modern society. Also, in both stakeholder groups there were strong 
“interculturalist” views. One government declared that its “long-term objective 
is the transformation of the … multicultural society into an intercultural society. 
In other words, the transformation of diversified society with various ethnic[itie] s 
living separately, into a society with positive mutual dialogue and interactions.” 
Several governments argued that they supported interculturality “as opposed to both 
assimilation and to the mere coexistence of parallel communities without a common 
ground”. Another government, which previously had been among the staunchest 
supporters of multiculturalism in Europe, said that in 2004 “the focus of cultural 
diversity policy shifted from multicultural to intercultural, with the emphasis now on 
making connections”. These views were echoed by many civil society organisations. 
Few governments, and even fewer NGOs, completed the questionnaire expressing 
fundamentally different positions.

The differences lay essentially in two areas. One was the perception of “Europe”. 
For many NGOs, it was “Europe” which had the prime responsibility to move the 
diversity debate forward and enforce its standards of human rights and democracy. 
They saw European values and a genuinely European identity as the basis of the 
emerging interculturalist society. Few NGOs acknowledged the sustainability and 
worth of national values and identities. Not surprisingly perhaps, Europe’s govern-
ments expressed positions that were much more oriented towards the nation state.

The other exception was the role of the state. NGOs often saw public authorities as 
having the main responsibility for the promotion of intercultural dialogue (including 
an appropriate financing of civil society organisations), whereas many governments 
emphasised a shared responsibility of all social actors and advocated an integrated 
approach, ideally involving religious communities.

Thirdly, the survey among Europe’s religious communities produced an unprec-
edented, massive response. More than 120 questionnaires were returned from a 
wide range of faith groups of Christian, Muslim, Jewish or Buddhist belief (plus 
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a number of replies from inter-confessional and non-religious organisations). As a 
secular intergovernmental organisation, the Council of Europe had hitherto little 
contact with religious leaders; it was suddenly confronted with very elaborate and 
outspoken religious value systems, some of which were not fully congruent with its 
own core values. As one consultee wrote, the attitude of his religious community 
“towards the generally accepted concept of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
is quite controversial”.

On the whole, however, the participating religious leaders and organisations shared 
the view that increasing cultural diversity is an inevitable and positive societal 
development. Many pointed towards the fact that diversity was quickly growing 
also within their own faith group, which often presented them with very specific 
challenges. The replies often showed a keen awareness of the dynamic, complex 
and evolutionary character of culture. Intercultural dialogue was strongly supported; 
many underlined the specific role and responsibility of religion in this context. Not 
untypically for many faith groups, one rabbi felt that religious communities have 
a determining role in the promotion of intercultural dialogue because they are “the 
conscience of man” and play the role of a guide in often troubled times and “towards 
a population that has largely lost its bearings”.

The political editing process
The six-month consultation process had provided ample proof that the starting point 
of the White Paper process, i.e. to root intercultural dialogue firmly in the values 
promoted by the Council of Europe, had the support of virtually all stakeholders. 
It had also shown that all stakeholders were aware of the day-to-day challenges of 
cultural diversity, and welcomed the Council of Europe initiative to bring clarity 
to the concept.

The following six months belonged to the Committee of Ministers, which negoti-
ated every detail of the draft that the Secretariat had prepared with the valuable 
help of outside experts. Three aspects of this stage of the political debate deserve 
to be mentioned.

As could be expected, not all member states showed the same commitment to 
developing a substantial text on intercultural dialogue. It is however worth noting 
how intense and broad the involvement of member states really was. The final 
version of the White Paper can be rightly seen as a collective effort, which bears 
the traces of hundreds of amendments tabled by the diplomatic representatives of 
virtually all member states.

This being said, the amendments reflected of course the specific interests and pri-
orities of the governments concerned. Thus, the initial plan to illustrate the main 
messages of the White Paper with examples of good practice had to be dropped; 
the definition of what constitutes good practice turned out to be politically sensi-
tive and in one or two cases, openly controversial. Also, many days were spent on 
efforts to define the key term of “minority”, which is not a trivial exercise in view 

of the rights that minorities have under certain international instruments. Member 
states finally agreed on a definition for the purposes of the White Paper, without 
setting a precedent.

At no point of the debate was the broad approach of the White Paper put in question: 
the choice to describe first the value basis of intercultural dialogue; to summarise 
the achievements and standards of the Council of Europe; to propose a conceptual 
framework and formulate its implications for national governance structures, citi-
zens’ participation, education, the spaces of dialogue and the international com-
munity; and to draft recommendations for future action in this field. Probably the 
most debated section was the chapter on the religious dimension of intercultural 
dialogue, which objectively broke new ground – not, of course, in its reference 
to the freedom of thought, conscience and religion, but in the paragraphs on the 
relations between public authorities and religious communities at European and 
national level. In contrast to that, the political support (but not responsibility) for 
the dialogue between religious communities themselves had already been a well-
established topos for many years.

Especially in its initial phase, the White Paper debate revolved around the termi-
nology to apply. Based on the strong message emanating from the consultation 
process, the text introduced a clear distinction between the policy approaches of 
“multiculturalism” and “the intercultural approach” (the exact equivalent term 
“interculturalism” is in fact not used in the text). Many consultees had expressed 
concern about the limitations of multiculturalism, mainly because of its tendency 
to nourish communal segregation and mutual incomprehension. The critique of 
multiculturalism also pointed towards the danger of reifying “cultures” (a term, 
as many pointed out, which often hides other concepts like “race” or “ethnicity”), 
creating the risk of imprisoning individuals in obsolete, static categories. The White 
Paper speaks explicitly of the menace that multicultural policies contribute to the 
“undermining of the rights of individuals – and, in particular, women – within 
minority communities, perceived as if these were single collective actors”.

Conceived in sharp contrast to multiculturalism, the “interculturalist paradigm” 
emerged in the debate as a concept based on three pillars: the unreserved recognition 
that all human beings must be able to effectively enjoy equal dignity; the vision of 
a cohesive society, offering all its members equality of life chances and grounded 
on a set of shared, culture-unspecific universal values (i.e. human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law); and the acknowledgement that everyone without exception has 
a responsibility for bringing about an intercultural society: individuals, civil society, 
religious communities, public authorities and all their institutions, the media, social 
partners, majorities and minorities.

These principles have obvious and far-reaching consequences, many of them already 
described in more or less detail in the White Paper itself. The necessary innovation 
of our democratic governance structures; the need to open new possibilities for 
effective participation; the duty to provide the individual with intercultural compe-
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tencies, primarily but not only through the education system; the responsibility to 
create spaces where intercultural dialogue can actually happen; the importance of 
political and administrative accommodation measures; the limits of cultural tradi-
tions violating basic principles of human rights – all of these aspects feature in the 
document and illustrate the concept of a modern, principled intercultural dialogue.

At the end of the editing process, a few days before the final endorsement of the 
White Paper by the ministers of Foreign Affairs, the Ambassador of “the former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia” (chairing the Rapporteurs Group on culture of 
the Committee of Ministers) described the document as “the first of its kind in the 
history of the Council of Europe, developed after an elaborate process of consulta-
tion with many stakeholders, to be approved at the highest political level of our 
Organisation and addressing an entire policy area in a medium-term perspective 
… Our White Paper is the first document of its kind that is unambiguous in its 
commitment to the values of human rights, democracy and the rule of law in the 
context of intercultural dialogue. The White Paper is crystal-clear in its rejection of 
cultural relativism. There is no misunderstanding that the acceptance of traditions 
and cultural practices has to find its limits in the universal human rights principles 
and particularly the human rights standards of the Council of Europe.”

Implementation and follow-up

The White Paper on intercultural dialogue – “Living together as equals in dignity” 
was officially launched at the 118th Ministerial Session of the Council of Europe on 
7 May 2008. The official communiqué of the meeting underlined that the Ministers 
welcomed the document “as a significant pan-European contribution to an inter-
national discussion steadily gaining momentum as well as to the European Year 
of Intercultural Dialogue. The Ministers emphasised the importance of ensuring 
appropriate visibility of the White Paper, and called on the Council of Europe and 
its member states, as well as other relevant stakeholders, to give suitable follow-up 
to the White Paper’s recommendations.”

The most immediate follow-up was the translation into additional languages. So 
far, the White Paper has been produced in some 20 languages, including Hebrew 
and Arabic. The latest version, in Greek, appeared at the end of 2012.

This is not the place to analyse even superficially the implementation and follow-up 
given to the recommendations of the White Paper. Some projects, developed by the 
Council of Europe together with or after the adoption of the White Paper in 2008, 
may illustrate the breadth of the action taken:

– the continent-wide network of “Intercultural Cities” (together with the European 
Commission), which manage cultural diversity in an active and exemplary way;

– a campaign with media professionals and trainers (“Speak Out Against 
Discrimination”), developing intercultural curricular material together with 
journalism-training institutes; 

– modules developed for the training of teachers, covering democratic citizen-
ship, human rights, mutual understanding in diversity, “multiperspectivity” 
in history teaching, media literacy, prevention of crimes against humanity, 
prevention of discrimination and violence;

– “Youth Peace Camps” bringing together young people from both sides of 
regional conflicts, and since 2012 a new youth project entitled “Human rights 
defenders online”, which trains youth activists to combat the rampant hate 
speech against minorities on the Internet;

– annual “exchanges” between the Committee of Ministers and representatives 
of religious communities and non-religious convictions on the religious dimen-
sion of intercultural dialogue, dealing with issues like the teaching of religious 
facts in schools; the freedom of expression of the media and respect towards 
cultural and religious diversity; or youth and social media.

Intercultural dialogue has since become a constant concern of standard-setting, 
monitoring and training activities of the Council of Europe, in all regions and in 
many institutional contexts. The Council of Europe plays its role in the “Alliance 
of Civilizations” initiative of the UN Secretary-General, which officially acknowl-
edged the White Paper as its reference. In 2011, the “Group of Eminent Persons” 
who drafted the report on “Living Together – Combining diversity and freedom in 
21st-century Europe” recommended “the creation of a regular process of follow-up 
or assessment of the development of intercultural dialogue in Council of Europe 
member states (in the form of a European Forum every three years or a European 
report) with the 2008 White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue as a reference”, and the 
production of a junior edition of the White Paper for use in schools and youth work.

The process continues. As the White Paper had formulated, it was conceived as an 
open invitation to all stakeholders. That, at least, has been achieved.

Suggestions for further reading

For further information about each of the following recommended texts, please see 
the contents of this chapter where each text is commented upon in turn. All of the 
documents are available on the website of the Council of Europe (www.coe.int).

“Vienna Declaration”, adopted by the first Summit of the Heads of State and 
Government of the member states of the Council of Europe, Vienna 1993.

Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities (CETS No. 157), 
opened 1995, entered into force 1998.

Declaration on intercultural dialogue and conflict prevention, adopted by the 
European Ministers of Culture, Opatija, Croatia, 2003.

Declaration by the European Ministers of Education on intercultural education in 
the new European context, Athens, 2003.
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Wrocław Declaration on 50 years of European cultural co-operation, adopted by 
the Ministers responsible for culture, education, youth and sport of the signatory 
states of the European Cultural Convention, gathered at Wrocław, Poland, 2004.

Action Plan of the Third Summit of the Heads of State and Government of the 
Council of Europe, Warsaw, 2005.

Declaration on the Council of Europe’s Strategy for Developing Intercultural 
Dialogue, adopted by the Ministers responsible for cultural affairs in the states party 
to the European Cultural Convention gathered in Faro, Portugal, 2005.

White Paper on intercultural dialogue –“Living together as equals in dignity”, 2008.

“Report of the Group of Eminent Persons: Living together – Combining diversity 
and freedom in 21st-century Europe”, 2011.

3 –  The urgency of intercultural dialogue  
in a Europe of insecurity

Robin Wilson

Introduction

There are essentially three problems that European progressives need to solve in the 
21st century. They are whether we can live together as equals (the welfare question), 
whether we can live together (the diversity question) and whether we can live at 
all (the ecological question). The second question constitutes a major challenge in 
itself, as instantiated by how those who had lived as neighbours in former Yugoslavia 
became embroiled in brutal nationalistic wars in the 1990s and by the international 
“war on terror” unleashed in the name of a “clash of civilisations” following the 
Al-Qaeda attacks in the US in 2001. More, this represents a growing challenge, as 
globalisation (particularly of electronic communications) and large-scale population 
movements have brought the Self and Other into contact, physically or virtually, 
more intensively and extensively than ever before.

This trio of political tasks clearly comprises a very tall order. And it looks taller 
still when we take account of the structural crisis of European capitalism which 
erupted in the same year as the launch of the Council of Europe (2008) White Paper 
on intercultural dialogue – “Living together as equals in dignity” – a crisis which 
has issued in a self-exacerbating austerity unrecognising of Keynes’ “paradox of 
thrift” effective in rolling back historic welfare entitlements and which, in turn, 
has fostered gross labour-market insecurity readily exploited by those who would 
scapegoat members of minority communities.

But if we can learn from past achievements and mistakes, success is not impossible. 
The enduring capacity of Nordic welfare states to constrain social inequality, as well 
as to balance the budgetary books, remains testament to what can be achieved by 
the twin formula of progressive taxation and universal benefit, as compared with 
the unsustainable insurance-based systems of continental Europe or the meanness 
of Anglo-American means-tested benefits. And those anxious to secure global sus-
tainability can draw upon Marx’s elegant account in Capital of how British capital 
was prevented from destroying the workforce upon which it relied during the indus-
trial revolution by the labour movement’s successful pressure for an end to child 
labour and limits to working time, seeing an analogy in how today’s international 
environmental movement could similarly prevent global capital from destroying 
the planet upon which it relies through precipitating ever-stricter regulation of its 
consumption of finite natural goods and its pollution of the ecosystem. Equally, if 
we can avoid being between the Scylla and Charybdis of what I will describe as 
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assimilationism and multiculturalism in the management of cultural diversity, a 
viable political course can be steered there too.

This chapter begins with the attack on multiculturalism in recent years, show-
ing how it has been associated with a retreat to assimilationism that can only be 
characterised as retrograde. Nevertheless, it goes on to ask: is multiculturalism 
progressive? This is an important question to answer before rising to its defence, 
for if the answer is no then multiculturalism is not worth defending – particularly 
if its flaws have only fuelled the conservative reaction to it. And, indeed, it will be 
argued that, despite often being advocated by liberals, multiculturalism is incompat-
ible with the individualistic concept of society on which they rely and has an older 
conservative provenance which has had unwitting effects, fostering ghettoisation 
and mutual incomprehension rather than tolerance and empathy. In this context, 
the chapter contends that a new paradigm is essential, going beyond both these 
obsolete models for the management of cultural diversity, and which has come to 
be captured in the phrase “intercultural dialogue”. I will identify its progressive 
intellectual foundations and describe what it offers in practice, before concluding 
with its relevance to the chronic combination of crises besetting Europe and, like 
other authors, the policy consequences that follow.

Multiculturalism under attack

There is no doubting that multiculturalism has been subject to sustained assault 
by the main ruling centre-right leaders in Europe in recent years, and in remark-
ably similar terms. In October 2010, the German Christian-Democrat chancellor, 
Angela Merkel, said multiculturalism had “failed, utterly failed”.1 Four months 
later, the British Conservative prime minister, David Cameron, said it had “failed to 
provide a vision”.2 In the same month, the UMP French president, Nicolas Sarkozy, 
also declared multiculturalism to have been “a failure”.3

Sarkozy faced a strong challenge from the far-right Front National in the presidential 
election a year later and such populist parties of the radical right have thrived, albeit 
unevenly, across Europe in recent times (Mudde 2007). They have used immigration 
in general, while targeting Islam in particular, to paint a picture of an idealised and 
homogenised imagined national community menaced by the “barbarians at the gate” 
and betrayed by a supposedly liberal elite (Wilson and Hainsworth 2012). While 
the rise of the far right predated the crisis and represents the politics of cultural 
defence, it has nevertheless been able to open an economic front by pointing the 

1. “Merkel says German multicultural society has failed”, BBC News, 17 October 2010, www.bbc.co.uk/
news/world-europe-11559451, accessed 17 October 2010.
2. “State multiculturalism has failed, says David Cameron”, BBC News, 5 February 2011, www.bbc.
co.uk/news/uk-politics-12371994, accessed 6 February 2011.
3. “Sarkozy joins allies burying multiculturalism”, Reuters, 11 February 2011, www.reuters.com/ 
article/2011/02/11/us-france-sarkozy-multiculturalism-idUSTRE71A4UP20110211, accessed 
11 February 2011.

finger of blame at immigrants for soaring unemployment among indigenous workers, 
despite the clear responsibility of what Keynes called the “capitalism of the casino”.

Nor does such political hostility to the stigmatised Other lack a public constituency. 
Indeed, significant evidence of popular intolerance, albeit again uneven, emerges 
from an eight-country survey of public attitudes supported by the Friedrich Ebert 
Stiftung. Around half of respondents agreed with statements such as there were too 
many immigrants in their country, jobs should be given to locals first when work 
was scarce and (contradictorily) that immigrants placed a strain on the welfare state. 
A majority of respondents agreed that their “own culture” needed to be protected 
from the influence of others and that Islam was a “religion of intolerance” (Zick 
et al. 2011).

The retreat to assimilationism
This attack on multiculturalism has been associated with a renewed emphasis on 
assimilation in the management of cultural diversity. If multiculturalism avoids 
the issue of integration by putting the onus on the state to engage in a “politics of 
recognition” vis-à-vis variously culturally defined “communities”, assimilation 
evacuates the “host” community of any responsibility by burdening the migrant (or 
refugee) with the responsibility to integrate into a taken-for-granted national society.

This trend has mainly been manifested in a growing emphasis across Europe on tests 
acting as a hurdle to naturalisation, in which applicants must prove they support 
“national” values if they are to secure citizenship – albeit this has been associated 
with some liberalisation of access to citizenship in principle (Joppke 2010). The 
inherent contradiction of such tests is that it is impossible meaningfully to define, 
say, “Dutch” values that are distinct from the universal norms of democracy, human 
rights and the rule of law which the 47-member Council of Europe exists to advo-
cate – and which all citizens of any state, indigenous or migrant, are obliged to 
uphold – in a world where such “methodological nationalism” gives way to “really 
existing cosmopolitanisation” (Beck 2009).

The retreat to assimilation has, however, been marked in more extreme fashion. In 
2011, the burqa was banned in public places in France and Belgium. Such bans have 
been given some progressive legitimacy on the claim that the covering of women 
has always reflected patriarchal control of their bodies. But this substantive liberal 
argument does not justify the illiberal resort to coercion, rather than public political 
dialogue, when it comes to the process by which such control should be challenged 
(Joppke 2009). The focus on dress with religious connotations has been very much 
on Islam, even though in fact the custom of wearing veils goes back to Greek and 
Roman times – one can find sculptures of the veiled heads of women in ancient 
Greece in the Louvre in Paris – representing a “tradition” which Islam, emerging 
in the 7th century ad, merely incorporated.

It is then but a short step to suggest that Muslims, or indeed Roma, cannot be assimi-
lated. In March 2011 the then new German interior minister, Hans-Peter Friedrich 
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of the Christian Social Union, affirmed the “Western Christian origin” of German 
“culture” and suggested the presence of Islam in the country was not “substantiated 
by history”.4 Two months later, the right-wing Italian president, Silvio Berlusconi, 
warned that Milan was “besieged by foreigners” and would turn into “an Islamic 
city, a zingaropoli full of Roma camps”, if his mayoral candidate was defeated in 
local elections.5 From there it is but another short step to mass deportations, as 
Sarkozy pursued with regard to the Roma from July 2010 – until stopped by the 
belated intervention the following September of the European justice commissioner, 
Viviane Reding, appalled by the revived imagery of Vichy France and the Jews.6 
A bigger step takes us into the sub-cultural world of Anders Breivik, the far-right 
author of the deadly Oslo bombing and the Utøya island massacre in July 2011, 
whose rambling “manifesto” issued subsequently makes the sustained claim that 
Europe cannot assimilate Islam.7

Is multiculturalism progressive?

Multiculturalism, it should be stressed, had quite a patchy international purchase 
even before the recent assaults upon it. In as far as it has dominated official discourse 
on the management of cultural diversity, this has been particularly associated in 
Europe with the UK and the Netherlands – significantly both former colonial powers.

At the heart of Britain’s empire was India and its partition of the sub-continent 
after the second world war caused at least a million deaths and created 10-15 mil-
lion refugees. Fifty years on, Yasmin Khan (2007: 20) reflected on the stereotyped 
colonial gaze which had fuelled this egregious human horror:

Generations of European administrators, travellers and scholars foregrounded the 
“spiritual” in all their interpretations of India and, in their eyes, Hindus, Muslims and 
Sikhs were inescapably separate and mutually incompatible. As a result of this short-
sightedness and an inability to see the finely grained distinctions and differences within, 
and between, these peoples, all sorts of misguided imperial interventions on behalf of 
“communities” were put in place.

The political philosopher Andrew Vincent (2002: 137-43), exploring how “com-
munity” emerged in the 18th and 19th centuries to convey a sense of a “natural” 
order rather than an “artificial” construction, highlights its normative political 
connotations (ibid.: 141): “This idea of being pre-established and unavailable to 
‘reasoned alteration’ is central to conservative thought.”

4. Judy Dempsey, “New interior minister revives a debate: can Muslims be true Germans?”, New York 
Times, 6 March 2011, www.nytimes.com/2011/03/07/world/europe/07germany.html?_r=0, accessed 
7 March 2011.
5. “Silvio Berlusconi warns Milan could become ‘Gypsytown’”, BBC News, 23 May 2011, www.bbc.
co.uk/news/world-europe-13507941, accessed 24 May 2011.
6. Ian Traynor, ‘Roma deportations by France a disgrace, says EU’, Guardian, 14 September 2010 (www.
guardian.co.uk/world/2010/sep/14/roma-deportations-france-eu-disgrace), accessed 15 September 2010.
7. See www.fas.org/programs/tap/_docs/2083_-_A_European_Declaration_of_Independence.pdf, 
accessed 4 November 2012.

Mass immigration from former colonies in the post-war period transferred this 
conservative official gaze to domestic minority populations in the UK and the 
Netherlands. As Rogers Brubaker (2004: 219) puts it, these “reified and groupist 
understandings of culture as a bounded and integral whole” were “institutionalized 
in the ideology and practice of multiculturalism”. Yet, premised on the “com-
munity” as the unit of politics as it is, multiculturalism flies in the face not only 
of much evidence of individualisation in contemporary societies characterised by 
“reflexive modernisation” – in which the individual becomes “actor, designer, jug-
gler and stage director of his own biography” (Beck 1997: 11-19, 95, emphasis in 
original) – but also of the “individualistic concept of society” which underpins the 
progressive post-war discourse of human rights from the Universal Declaration of 
1945 (Bobbio 1996). It confuses damage to the dignity of individuals who have 
affinities to particular imagined communities with damage to the latter perceived 
as hypostasised groups, and it confuses the requirement that equality be substantive 
as well as formal with the suggestion that it must be difference-sensitive as well as 
difference-blind (Lӕgaard 2008).

Pertinent effects of multiculturalism
These misconceptions have not only limited the purview of multiculturalism but also 
engendered outcomes – some unwitting, some linked to issues of power and control 
– which have undermined its credibility. Beck (2006: 67) thinks it through clearly:

The strategy of multiculturalism presupposes collective notions of difference and takes 
its orientation from more or less homogeneous groups conceived as either similar to 
or different, but in any case clearly demarcated, from one another and as binding for 
individual members ... According to multiculturalism, there is no such thing as the 
individual. Individuals are merely epiphenomena of their cultures.

Multiculturalism thus perversely presents “apartheid as a human right” and this 
 “[t] alk of “identity” and “autonomy” ends in the principle of ghettoization” (ibid.: 
115, 116). Hence the “parallel lives” Ted Cantle so notoriously discovered in dilapi-
dated northern English towns in his 2001 review (Home Office 2001).

If the “community” (Bauman 2001) of the multiculturalist is always an imagined 
one, the linked rights claims can only ever be pressed by an association which claims 
to speak on behalf of the collective. Yet how is its locus standi to be determined? 
The supposedly ascriptive nature of such “communities” (i.e., one’s allocation to 
them by accident of birth) often means the democratic norms related to associations 
of affinity (a club one chooses to join) are absent (Hollinger 2005). As Amartya Sen 
(2006: 157, 158) puts it, “The vocal defence of multiculturalism that we frequently 
hear these days is very often nothing more than a plea for plural monoculturalism.” 
While often based on a claim of “cultural freedom”, it has “the tyrannical implica-
tions of putting persons into rigid boxes of given ‘communities’”.

Who is to say, for example, that a group of male Muslim elders can speak for their 
young and particularly their female counterparts? What rights of “voice” or “exit” 
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are the latter to enjoy? This bears down particularly heavily on women (Okin 
1999), as the notion of “group voice” can “in actuality collude with fundamentalist 
leaderships who claim to represent the true ‘essence’ of their collectivity’s culture 
and religion, and who have high on their agenda the control of women and their 
behaviour” (Yuval-Davis 1998: 29).

Why a new paradigm?
Given the earlier discussion of the unmerited re-emergence of assimilationism, it is 
important to stress that both these previous models for the management of cultural 
diversity – not just multiculturalism – are obsolete. This became evident in the 
debates sponsored in this area by the Council of Europe from 2002, following the 
wars in ex-Yugoslavia and the events of September 11, and was particularly clear 
from the responses from the member states to the consultation on the White Paper 
discussed in Ulrich Bunjes’ chapter in the present volume.

What made it plain that these models were no longer adequate, however, was not so 
much the intellectual debate as the sheer pressure of a series of real-world shocks that 
moved the challenge of living together higher and higher up the European political 
agenda. If assimilationism can be briefly characterised as the idea that minority indi-
viduals should subscribe to a dominant ethos inscribed in the “nation-state”, it was 
dealt a body blow in its locus classicus, France, by the 2005 riots en banlieue. For 
here were masses of alienated, mainly maghrébin, youth who knew from daily life 
that the discrimination by name and arrondisement which they experienced belied 
the “republican values” – most notably equality – which France proclaimed, and they 
took their anger out on the state and its forces. By the same token, if multiculturalism 
can be encapsulated in the notion that minority “communities” have homogene-
ous “cultures” which should be politically recognised, that too was exploded by 
the 2001 riots in northern England. For if multiculturalism had focused attention 
solely on the vertical relationships between such “communities” and the state, the 
interethnic clashes in Oldham, Bradford and Burnley highlighted the pathological 
horizontal relationships which had developed out of mutual incomprehension and 
which led to youngsters venting their anger on each other.

Nor were these the only symptoms of the crisis – quite the contrary. The Islamist 
bombings in Madrid (2004) and London (2005), the murder by an Islamist of the 
Dutch film-maker Theo Van Gogh (2004) and the eruptions across the world pre-
cipitated by the publication of Islamophobic cartoons by a Danish newspaper (2005) 
were other indicators of political morbidity. And if the Muslim/non-Muslim cultural 
axis was the most neuralgic in Europe, it was not the only one either. The attempt 
by the Berlusconi government to nominate the homophobic Catholic figure Rocco 
Buttiglione as Italy’s European Commissioner in 2004 provoked a row ending in 
the decisive rejection of his candidacy by a committee of the European Parliament.

It was against this backdrop in 2005 that the member states of the Council of Europe 
called for the White Paper, to offer them guidance on policy and good practice: 

they recognised they had a problem; what they lacked was a viable solution. And 
the challenge continues to manifest itself in various ways: large numbers of Poles 
and Roma were forced in 2009 to flee attacks by members of the Protestant com-
munity in Belfast, where bitter sectarian tensions were renewed in late 2012. Roma 
came under vicious attack in Hungary by vigilantes linked to the far-right party 
Jobbik in 2011 and 2012. And anti-Semitism remains an enduring phenomenon, 
particularly in central and eastern Europe, including Poland, where it is linked to 
football hooliganism.

Intercultural dialogue
The phrase “intercultural dialogue” has encapsulated the new paradigm for manage-
ment of cultural diversity since the launch of the White Paper in 2008. It is important 
to stress that the document was, formally, “launched” by the foreign ministers of the 
47 member states in May that year. This meant that, despite having been involved 
in a protracted prior process of amending the draft presented to them in a series 
of meetings in Strasbourg over the preceding months, the member states did not 
endorse the final version. This was very unfortunate, because it gave centre-right 
political leaders of big member states the licence to stake out subsequent public 
stances quite contrary to the spirit of the White Paper, as we have seen.

Nevertheless, the White Paper has proved influential. It has been translated from the 
initial official English and French into some 20 languages – including, for example, 
Hebrew and Arabic. The focus on the issue was sustained by the Council of Europe 
with the publication of the report of the Group of Eminent Persons (2011), appointed 
by the Secretary General to take stock of the challenges arising from the resurgence 
of intolerance in Europe. And the 21-member Intercultural Cities network, stem-
ming from the White Paper and the parallel European Union Year of Intercultural 
Dialogue, has provided progressive municipalities with the support to pioneer and 
share good practices on the ground.8

In detailing the new paradigm, the White Paper framed the question of the man-
agement of cultural diversity in three new ways. First, it identified the universal 
norms of democracy, human rights and the rule of law as an essential condition 
of intercultural dialogue (Council of Europe 2008: 19). The Council of Europe 
was established in 1949 to uphold these norms, as post-war (western) Europe said 
“never again” to the particularistic identity claims and associated anti-Semitism, 
aggressive nationalism and xenophobia associated with the Nazi interlude, which 
had led to huge political polarisation and a de facto European civil war. The White 
Paper thus established the necessary common language for intercultural dialogue to 
be other than a dialogue of the deaf, and simultaneously disavowed the legitimacy 
of claims, incompatible with universal norms, in defence of particular “cultural 
traditions”: “honour” killings, forced marriage and female genital mutilation were 
all explicitly condemned in the document (ibid.: 20).

8. See www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/culture/cities/default_en.asp, accessed 4 January 2013.
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Secondly, the White Paper demonstrated how the new intercultural paradigm incor-
porated the best elements of the preceding models, while also offering innovation. It 
said (ibid.: 19): “It takes from assimilation the focus on the individual; it takes from 
multiculturalism the recognition of cultural diversity. And it adds the new element, 
critical to integration and social cohesion, of dialogue on the basis of equal dignity 
and shared values.” It is, by the by, a literalist misreading to assume this reduces the 
sociological to the interpersonal (Cantle 2012: 143): the White Paper addresses the 
need for dialogue at all levels of society – from the municipal to the national to the 
international – and focuses on the significance in this regard of major institutions 
such as the school and the media.

Thirdly, the White Paper approached the task of integration in a new way. If multi-
culturalism is unconcerned about integration, assimilationism places all the onus on 
the newcomer to integrate into a taken-for-granted “host” society. By contrast, and 
based on the equality of human dignity universal norms enshrine, the White Paper 
defined integration as “a two-sided process” (ibid.: 11). By implication, neither the 
migrant/refugee nor the indigenous person is unchanged by the dialogue in which 
they engage. This is critical because it allows of recognition of what the Intercultural 
Cities network has come to call the “diversity advantage” (Wood and Landry 2008): 
rather than immigration being represented as a threat, the synergies and transcultural 
possibilities diversity makes possible can now be publicly articulated.

Intellectual foundations

While, because of its normative heritage, the Council of Europe has become the 
international standard-setter in the arena of intercultural dialogue, the new para-
digm has solid intellectual foundations. In particular, across the social sciences the 
critique of essentialism – of the reduction of a complex totality to a putative single 
essence – has meant that it is no longer acceptable to treat identity as simple and 
unchanging and ethnic “groups” as homogeneous.

The political philosopher Seyla Benhabib (2002: 4) complains that such essentialism 
is based on “faulty epistemic premises”, notably that “cultures are clearly deline-
able wholes” congruent with population groups. Modern anthropological thinking 
no longer accepts the essentialised notion of “culture” that has entered political 
rhetoric (Cowan et al. 2001: 3) and almost all anthropologists “would flatly reject 
the idea that ethnicities are discrete cultural entities”, rather than social constructs 
(Allen and Eade 1999: 13, 16). Within cultural studies, as Tony Bennett (2001: 53) 
says, “it is no longer adequate to think about the relations between cultures in a 
society in the form of their compartmentalised division into separate ways of life 
and identities”. He speaks instead of “overlapping trajectories”, building on the 
insight of the foundational figure in cultural studies Stuart Hall (1996: 444), that 
identification should not be conceived “as a simple process, structured around fixed 
‘selves’ which we either are or are not”.

Aziz Al-Azmeh (2008: 208-10), concluding a volume on Islam in Europe, complains 
that “we are being told repeatedly [that] Muslims, European or otherwise, are above 
all Muslims, and that by this token alone they are distinctive and must be treated 
as such”, at the behest of “nativist right-wing movements” on the one hand and 
Muslim organisations and “state-sponsored multiculturalist vested interests” on the 
other. Ethnicity is in this sense a fundamentally relational phenomenon (Allen and 
Eade 1999: 24-6; Eriksen 1993: 9). Far from it being the case that “difference” is 
a simple datum, as Thomas Hylland Eriksen (1993: 39) argues, “It is only when 
they make a difference in interaction that cultural differences are important in the 
creation of ethnic boundaries.”

Such essentialist conceptions have been replaced by the recognition that identity 
is what makes individuals unique (Maalouf 2000) and that it is complex and con-
textualised (Sen 2006). Nasar Meer and Tariq Modood (Chapter 6 in the present 
volume) seek to argue that multiculturalists were interculturalists avant la lettre. 
But the apparently semantic distinction between multiculturalist and interculturalist 
approaches is a profound one, neatly encapsulated by Bauman (2002) as between 
the perspectives of a “variety of cultures” and “cultural variety” respectively. By 
the first, Bauman means an essentialist conception, in which “cultures” are thought 
of as things – simple, separate and homogeneous wholes – for which individuals 
are cyphers. The second, by contrast, is premised on the individualistic concept of 
society and recognises that individuals have complex identities that occupy a range 
of overlapping networks of relationships. This requires us to engage in reasoned 
deliberation but it holds out the possibility of overarching solidarities.

Here it is relevant to introduce the specific intellectual innovation in recent years 
of new thinking around cosmopolitanism (Beck 2006, 2012; Held 2010; Vertovec 
and Cohen 2002). Cosmopolitanism here is not understood in the popular sense of 
transnational rootlessness but as a capacity at all social levels – from the local to the 
global – to relativise the self and see it from the perspective of others, to “develop 
the art of translation and bridge-building” (Beck 2006: 89). David Held (2003: 169) 
has identified three principles as central to cosmopolitanism:

– egalitarian individualism – humankind is regarded as belonging to a single 
moral realm;

– reciprocal recognition – this status of equal worth is recognised by all;

– impartial treatment – all claims made on public authorities are subject to rules 
that all can share.

These characterise what might be described as the best possible shell for intercultural 
dialogue: that there is equality of citizenship among the diverse individuals who 
comprise a social unit, that civil society provides a public square in which they 
can resolve their differences and, if not, that the state will treat impartially their 
competing claims upon it.
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What interculturalism offers in practice

From the standpoint of policy-makers and practitioners, the interculturalist paradigm 
offers practical solutions to otherwise apparently intractable dilemmas. Take the 
perpetual challenge of the French banlieue: throwing money at the problem – though 
better than not throwing money at the problem – will never achieve real change. 
As against the majoritarian ethos of French-style assimilationism, interculturalism 
recognises that public authority must be impartial and must affirm the diversity of 
les citoyens, and so militates against the discrimination and exclusion which fuel 
the alienation and rage of members of minority communities. Or take the recurrent 
eruptions over freedom of expression and its limits where deliberate insults are 
visited upon Muslims. Here, as against the moral relativism of multiculturalism – 
which can only lead to shouting and, worse, violence – interculturalism vindicates 
the idea of a single moral realm, which allows differences to be resolved through 
dialogue, based on reciprocal recognition of our common humanity.

Furthermore, both prior dominant models for the management of cultural diversity 
place the onus entirely on the state to solve problems. This not only requires an 
omniscience and omnicompetence which no state presiding over today’s diverse 
and volatile societies can match, but also is inadequate to cope with challenges 
which more and more engage “global publics” beyond the nation-state in a world 
of “communicative abundance” (Keane 2012: 62-5). By contrast, the interculturalist 
approach identifies a key role in addition for civil society – in the sense both of the 
“public square” which can offer safe spaces for dialogue, and of the agents, associa-
tions and activists who can stimulate such dialogue fruitfully. A very good practical 
example is the Belfast Friendship Club. Co-ordinated by an energetic NGO activist, 
in a city notorious for its culture of intolerance, the club provides a hospitable arena 
for newcomers to insert themselves into networks of social solidarity (Wilson 2012).

Finally, in an era of globalisation and mass migration, the interculturalist perspective 
chimes with a Europe of “really existing cosmopolitanisation”. As Beck (2012: 34) 
puts it, “regardless of how much we hate or critique the ‘other’, we are destined 
to live with the ‘others’ in this Europe at risk”. Whereas assimilationism enforces 
homogeneity and multiculturalism sacrifices cohesion, interculturalism thus gives 
life to the European motto of “unity in diversity”.

Conclusions

Europe is at a critical point. In October 2012, less than 24 hours after I strolled 
through Syntagma Square in Athens, at the conclusion of my work that week on 
an intercultural strategy for the municipality of Patras, I was watching, en route to 
Belfast, TV footage of baton charges and Molotov cocktails, as police clashed with 
demonstrators during yet another Greek general strike against austerity. It is not 
hyperbole to affirm that a Europe which is “first of all an insurance against war” and 
secondly a potential response to “the world at risk” is being torn apart, as “the basic 

rules of European democracy are suspended or are even being inverted into their 
opposite, bypassing parliaments, governments and EU institutions” (Beck 2012: 31).

In this Europe, nationalistic stereotypes of diligence versus idleness are replacing 
informed debate about how to fix a monetary union designed in a manner oblivious 
to the inherent risk of asymmetric fiscal shocks. Undocumented migrants have come 
under repeated assault in Athens, as the far-right Golden Dawn has sought to pit the 
desperate against the destitute. Never has there been a greater need for “a realistic 
utopia to create another Europe” (Beck 2012: 32). Never has reasoned dialogue, 
which recognises our common humanity, been at a greater premium.

I started this chapter with the three big political questions of our times to which 
answers must be sought: welfare, diversity and ecology. And it is worth conclud-
ing with the observation that, to a significant extent, the first and third can only be 
answered if the second challenge is met. For to live together as equals requires that 
as individuals we see each other not as fellow Christians or fellow Muslims or fellow 
Jews, but as fellow citizens entitled to an equality of life chances countermanding 
the yawning inequalities which an off-the-leash capitalism inherently engenders. 
And to live at all requires that we come to identify even far-flung individuals whom 
we do not know as fellow global citizens jointly responsible for the stewardship 
of the planet.

For this we need what Keane (2012: 64) calls “citizens of a new global order”. He 
describes them thus:

They live here and there; they learn to distance themselves from themselves; they 
discover that there are different temporal rhythms, other places, other problems, many 
different ways of living. They discover the “foreigner” within themselves; they are 
invited to question their own dogmas, even to extend ordinary standards of civility – 
courtesy, politeness, respect – to others whom they will never meet.

It does sound utopian to imagine a generation of such cosmopolitan citizens on a 
large scale. But through schools, the media, NGOs and so on, the intercultural para-
digm is all about, concretely and in practice, forming such individual activists who 
can be architects of another Europe. So if we can develop adequately intercultural 
responses to the huge social challenges that we face, locally, nationally and on the 
European scale – and we now know that no other responses are adequate – then 
this could prove a realistic utopia after all.

Policy implications
The policy consequences that follow from the above discussion are clear and 
really quite simple. At the most abstract level, they are always to treat the (diverse) 
individual citizen, not the imagined community, as the unit of democratic consti-
tutionality: only the individual can exercise their democratic right to vote (and 
“community leaders” should never be allowed to hoover up such choices into vote 
banks); only the individual can vindicate their human rights, including before a 
court of law (where the status of any proxy “community leader” must always be 
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in question); and only the individual can be protected by the rule of law (since any 
talk of “community defence” must descend into vigilantism).

This is inevitably to foreground the demand for equality of citizenship, which has 
two dimensions. The first is of course that many persons belonging to minority 
communities – undocumented migrants, for example – find themselves to be mere 
denizens, in a netherworld where rights which citizens take for granted are routinely 
denied them. This places such individuals in a status of severe insecurity, including 
risks of exploitation and sexual abuse, and denies society the full contribution they 
can legitimately make. It is therefore not only morally compelling but also in the 
interests of integration and social wellbeing that naturalisation should be made as 
quick and easy as possible for those who would seek to become citizens of the soci-
ety in which they find themselves – without subjection to onerous and nationalistic 
tests of their “assimilability” but on the basis of the acceptance of universal norms.

Secondly, even where persons belonging to minority communities are accorded 
formal citizenship entitlements, they may still suffer from various forms of dis-
crimination and marginalisation. Here states need to ensure that they do genuinely 
act as impartial public authorities by complying with the repertoire of recommen-
dations advanced over the years by the European Commission against Racism and 
Intolerance.9 By instituting the necessary legislative and administrative arrange-
ments, including the adequate training of key public officials, and exhibiting the req-
uisite cross-party political leadership against all manifestations of intolerance, they 
can diminish the discrepancy between formal equality and substantive inequality.

But if persons belonging to minority communities are genuinely to experience a 
sense of “fellow” citizenship, they must be party to a process of mutual recogni-
tion in which persons belonging to the “host” community feel just as responsible. 
Here states should institute integration plans or intercultural strategies that provide 
an environment conducive to dialogue, in safe spaces and on equal terms, at all 
levels of society. Such plans, which should also be developed by local authorities at 
municipal level,10 should be elaborated in partnership with minority and intercultural 
associations, which should also be involved in their implementation. States should 
offer “joined-up” solutions to problems straddling conventional silos of education, 
health, housing and so on and should be co-ordinated by the office of the prime 
minister (or the mayor), sending out a signal of high-level political commitment.

Suggestions for further reading
For those interested in the critique of multiculturalism from a progressive per-
spective – particularly UK readers, given the relative isolation of the debate there 
from wider European discourses – Paul Sniderman and Louk Hagendoorn usefully 
analyse the other paradigm case where multiculturalism has been official policy 

9. See www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/ecri/default_en.asp, accessed 15 March 2012.
10. See the model Barcelona intercultural plan at www.bcn.cat/novaciutadania/pdf/en/
PlaBCNInterculturalitatAng170510_en.pdf, accessed 4 January 2013. 

in Europe in their When ways of life collide: multiculturalism and its discontents 
in the Netherlands (2007, Princeton University Press, Princeton NJ). They show 
that multiculturalism has unwittingly alienated liberal individuals from the “host” 
majority, favouring the emergence of a series of right-wing, populist figures, and 
that tolerance is a more desirable policy goal than the “respect” demanded by the 
multiculturalists.

Generous betrayal: politics of culture in the new Europe (2002, University of 
Chicago Press, Chicago), by Unni Wikan, explores the outworking of such com-
munalist “respect for difference” claims in a Norwegian context. Wikan demon-
strates how these rights claimed by multiculturalists have become “uniforms”, at 
the expense in particular of the individual human rights of women belonging to 
minority communities. Christian Joppke’s Veil: mirror of identity (2009, Polity Press, 
Cambridge) compares France, Germany and the UK specifically in their treatment 
of the wearing of Islamic dress in public by women. Joppke shows using public-
attitudes evidence that persons belonging to the Muslim community paradoxically 
feel significantly more integrated in assimilationist France than in (residually) 
multiculturalist UK, because of the socially distancing effects of multiculturalism.

My own book, The Northern Ireland experience of conflict and agreement: a model 
for export? (2010, Manchester University Press, Manchester) looks at what might 
be called examples of multiculturalism in extremis: Northern Ireland and Bosnia-
Herzegovina. I highlight the perverse entrenchment of ethnic divides to which this 
has led and the associated rendering unworkable of practical politics.

The last five years have seen the first intellectual elaborations of the concept of 
intercultural dialogue. Léonce Bekemans has edited two volumes by himself and 
with colleagues centred on the University of Padua, offering a broad European 
approach: Intercultural dialogue and citizenship (2007, Marsilio, Venice) and 
Intercultural dialogue and multi-level governance in Europe: A human rights 
based approach (2012, Peter Lang, Brussels). Phil Wood and Charles Landry have 
developed the notion in the critical urban milieu in The intercultural city: planning 
for diversity advantage (2008, Earthscan, London) – Wood’s thinking continues to 
be trialled and refined in the Intercultural Cities programme. And Ted Cantle has 
charted a direction for the UK debate in Interculturalism: the new era of cohesion 
and diversity (2012, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke).
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4 –  Interculturalism as a new  narrative 
for the era of  globalisation and 
 super-diversity

Ted Cantle

Introduction

Globalisation has created an era of “super-diversity” in which most Western soci-
eties have become far more dynamic and complex. This has impacted upon notions 
of both personal and collective identity and necessitates a re-think of policy and 
practice and a new vision of how we live together. Multicultural societies are the 
new reality and, whilst the far-right and popular extremist parties have grown across 
Europe on the pretence of their ability to turn the clock backwards, we must all 
begin to accept that all societies will inevitably become more multicultural.

We cannot stop the process of globalisation: the world is more interconnected than 
ever before. Indeed, the pace of change will accelerate as political, economic and 
social networks become more intertwined and interdependent. But change will not 
be easy and tensions and conflicts are inevitable as many cultures, faiths, value 
systems and global forces interact and come to terms with each other. There is, 
however, only one direction of travel and our urgent need is to find ways in which 
we can make the transition as easy as possible and allow different peoples to learn 
to live with each other.

Globalisation will ensure that the world – and almost every country – will become 
more multicultural. That is to say, each country will find that its population is 
increasingly made up of more people from many different cultures, nationalities, 
faiths and ethnic backgrounds – and become “super-diverse”. The ease of travel, 
and the opening up of labour and financial markets means that this is inevitable.

The multiculturalist policies which governments have devised are no longer appro-
priate to mediate this new era and do not contribute sufficiently to the promotion 
of community cohesion. Despite some past successes, they no longer enjoy either 
governmental or popular support. There is now both the need and an opportunity 
to consider a new approach, based upon “interculturalism”. This is not defined by 
“race” and, unlike multiculturalism, embraces all areas of difference. It also rec-
ognises that cultures are more fluid than ever before and the interconnectedness 
of the world demands interaction between and within cultures to build trust and 
understanding, and that a high level of cultural navigational skills will be necessary 
to enable people to accept and endorse the change process.
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This is of course, a challenge for communities and the way ordinary people live 
their lives. However, it is also a challenge for governments, which have been slow 
to recognise the fluidity of population change and the impact of transnational and 
diaspora influences, and have hardly begun to consider the implications for the 
notion of national solidarity and governance. Governments inevitably cling to the 
idea of clear national boundaries and any suggestion of the loss of sovereignty is 
quickly contested. Rather than reflecting the process of globalisation, they feel 
threatened by the interconnectivity of the modern world and are not prepared to 
acknowledge, let alone argue for, the ceding of their power to international agencies.

The ideal of a more integrated international community, in which ideas and cultures 
may bridge national boundaries to create a world in which we are more at ease with 
each other, is seldom advanced as a desirable political objective, despite the evident 
interdependency of economic and political decision-making. Similarly, whilst people 
are themselves increasingly crossing borders, inter-marrying, building new virtual 
networks, and creating real and tangible personal relationships at all levels, they are 
often fearful about the impact of globalisation on their communities and collective 
identity. “Identity politics”, whether on a narrow national, ethnic, faith or regional 
basis, often holds back the transition, rather than supporting and inspiring a new 
and interconnected world.

Multiculturalism is completely out of step with this new world order. It was founded 
on the heavily racialised basis of majority–minority relations within each nation, in 
which “accommodations” were to be negotiated or imposed. The era of transnational 
relationships, the growth of diasporas, new and pervasive international communica-
tions and travel, make such policies no longer tenable. “Interculturalism”, based 
upon a wider view of the world, must now replace multiculturalism and develop as 
a new positive model to mediate change across regions and nations and recognise 
the multivariate relationships across all aspects of diversity.

The impact of globalisation
One of the most evident results of globalisation is that populations have become 
far more mobile and willing and able to relocate in search of better employment 
prospects and a higher standard of living, or because of other short- or longer-term 
considerations. In 2010 there were 214 million international migrants, and if they 
continue to grow in number at the same pace there will be over 400 million by 
2050 (IOM 2010). There are now 20 cities with more than 1 million foreign-born 
residents each which, combined, means that these metropolitan areas have 37 mil-
lion foreign-born residents accounting for 19% of the world’s foreign-born stock. 
These few points on the globe are the destinations for one in five of the world’s 
immigrants. There are another 59 cities worldwide with a presence of 100,000 or 
more foreign-born residents, including 11 cities with an immigrant presence of 
between 500,000 and 1 million people (Clark 2008: 27). Many other countries have 
similarly high rates of internal migration and cross-border movement. The growth 
of global business, the removal of barriers to trade and the creation of economic 

unions – most notably in Europe – have inevitably led to a more mobile international 
workforce. And meanwhile, the continuing impact of wars and conflicts, together 
with accelerating climate change, has contributed to population instability.

Migrant communities are also increasingly diverse and this inevitably leads to much 
greater diversity within nation states, particularly in the Western economies, which 
are often the target countries for migration. The extent of population movement 
is such that all Western economies are now characterised by “super-” or “hyper-” 
diversity, with over 300 language groups living in cities like London, Stockholm, 
Toronto, New York and Amsterdam. This has re-defined our notion of multicultural-
ism which had previously been seen as the then essentially White countries coming 
to terms with migrants from a limited number of former colonies. Multiculturalism 
is now much more complex and community relations are multifaceted, no longer 
simply revolving around visible majority/minority distinctions.

The impact of the diversity resulting from global patterns of migration and the 
rise and importance of diasporas means that the homogeneity and distinctiveness 
of national and regional identities is seen to be under threat as external influences 
become more accessible and persuasive. The far-right parties in many countries are 
increasingly exploiting the fear of the erosion of a simple national identity to build 
substantial popular support. There is also a more genuine and widespread concern 
amongst host communities about the advantages that economic migrants have to 
employers – willingness to accept lower pay and worse conditions, less unionised 
and less aware of their rights. Extreme far-right parties take this still further and 
demand the repatriation of migrants, including those born in the countries to which 
their parents or grandparents migrated and in which they are citizens. Concerns are, 
then, turned into fear and hatred and an ongoing antipathy to migration and diversity.

The movement of labour inevitably follows from the movement of finance and 
capital and often simply reflects the shifting economic patterns, especially the 
huge differences between richer and poorer nations. Many national leaders are 
themselves caught in something of a bind as they generally continue to promise 
and promote economic growth and know that inward migration is often the easi-
est and quickest way of achieving this – migrants are generally more ready and 
willing to work and have a lower labour cost. They will also fill gaps in the labour 
market and undertake tasks which are unattractive to host populations, for example 
in agriculture and social care, and are more flexible on social costs, for example 
in respect of housing. However, governments also know that inward migration is 
unpopular with host communities and opposed by three-quarters of the population 
of just about every country in Europe.

Minorities are often the visible expression of the change brought by globalisa-
tion and whilst their movement and growth is often seen as the cause of changing 
economic and social patterns, it is simply the consequence of those changes. This 
makes them highly vulnerable.
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Globalisation has also brought many new international agencies and structures 
into being and fundamentally altered power relationships. The new agencies have 
responded to a range of common issues from international finance, crime, environ-
mental concerns like climate change, the proliferation of nuclear weapons and many 
more. The European Union perhaps stands out most in this regard. This, together 
with the process of Western de-industrialisation, the growth of global business and 
brands and international migration on a new scale, has created a popular sense of 
powerlessness and alienation. This has also had a profound impact upon the way 
people see themselves and the claim of nationalistic identities has inevitably been 
weakened. The growth of regional and separatist movements – and identity – has 
grown as people “hunker down”.

Castells (1997/2010) supports the view that the state has been bypassed by net-
works of wealth, power and information and lost much of its sovereignty. Barber 
(2013) agrees and believes that nation states might be replaced by cities as the 
main instrument of the polity and are more capable of responding to cross-border 
challenges than are states. In later work, Castells (2006) draws upon the research of 
Norris who has analysed the World Values Survey to show that regional and local 
identities are trumping national loyalties. Norris calculated that for the world as 
a whole, 13% of respondents primarily considered themselves as “citizens of the 
world”, 38% put their nation-state first, and the remainder (the biggest group) put 
local or regional identities first.

None of this should suggest that national identity could or should be downplayed. 
In fact, there is a great danger in suggesting that the one area of identity that lower 
socio-economic groups feel able to cling to in a time of uncertainty should be wiped 
away. The reality is, however, that national and cosmopolitan identities do now need 
to sit alongside each other – they are not opposed – something that multiculturalism 
has never acknowledged.

Solidarity and identity
Multiculturalism, as we now know it, is very different from its early form and the 
impact upon personal and collective identity and the forms of governance and 
mediation of tensions has been profound. Whilst it is clear that most people are now 
exposed to diversity in all aspects of their daily lives – either in local communities, 
schools and workplaces, or indirectly through television, social networks and other 
media – there appears to be something of a “paradox of diversity” (Cantle 2011). 
The more diverse societies have become and the more people have been exposed to 
difference, the more they seem to retreat into their own identity, embrace identity 
politics and support separatist ideologies. This may be, in part, due to the lack of 
real engagement with difference, a rather wary detachment which makes us more 
determined to cling to our own community’s certainties.

Robert Putnam supports this view. Having looked at this through the lens of “social 
capital” (Putnam 2000), he has demonstrated that social capital is inversely related 

to diversity because “immigration and ethnic diversity challenge social solidarity 
and inhibit social capital” or, more graphically expressed, “diversity, at least in the 
short run, seems to bring out the turtle in all of us” (Putnam 2007). However, in 
the same work he suggested that in the medium to longer term:

successful immigrant societies create new forms of social solidarity and dampen the 
negative effects of diversity by constructing new, more encompassing identities. Thus, 
the central challenge for modern, diversifying societies is to create a new, broader 
sense of “we”.

This is indeed the challenge and, as yet, there is little by way of vision and estab-
lished policy and practice to make the broader sense of “we” into a reality.

Similarly, the world seems more prone to ethnic and faith conflict with over 70% 
of conflicts having an ethnic or faith dimension (Baldwin et al. 2007). In fact, there 
are indications of a rising number of divisions and more ardent separatist move-
ments, where people no longer feel able to even share the same land or government. 
Around 20 nations have been created in recent years, which stem partly from the 
break-up of previously constructed federations in the Balkans and eastern Europe, 
or divisions have been turned into separation, for example, in the recently divided 
Sudan. More divisions are possibly on the way with states like Belgium becom-
ing virtually ungovernable as a single entity and there are around 20 secessionist 
movements in Europe alone, with Scotland and Catalonia being the most notable. 
Where we might have expected more collaboration across borders and the separate 
identities of regions and states to give way to common or globalised identities, the 
opposite seems to be true.

Sen also argues that conflict and violence are sustained today, no less than in the 
past, by the illusion of a unique identity (Sen 2006). He agrees that the world is 
increasingly divided between religions (or “cultures” or “civilizations”), which 
ignore the relevance of other ways in which people see themselves through class, 
gender, profession, language, literature, science, music, morals or politics. He chal-
lenges “the appalling effects of the miniaturisation of people” and the denial of the 
real possibilities of reasoned choices.

Others support this view and believe that the elevation of identity is caused by the 
erosion of democracy which may be inherent in globalisation, and that globalisation 
undermines the democracy and sovereignty of the nation state and turns individuals 
into a “universal tribe of consumers” who are “economically interdependent but 
isolated and impotent as citizens” (Younge 2010). Younge’s argument is compel-
ling, in the context of the creation of the euro and the globalisation of brands which 
reduce local corporate markers, and especially with regard to the recent financial 
crisis. These changes enable him to conclude that the greater the loss of control and 
access to democratic levers, the more we retreat into separate identities or tribes.

The sense of collective identity has changed profoundly in all Western societies, 
but it is inevitably interpreted and understood in different ways by minority and 
majority groups. This is reflected in the changing nature of personal identities, with 
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the separate components shaped by increasing diversity in terms of faith, present 
locality, and ethnicity – as well as an apparently declining sense of nationality. 
For example, in the case of Britain, a recent Searchlight Educational Trust report 
(SET 2011) found that whilst many ethnic groups saw themselves in a similar 
way, “Asian” and “Black” groups differed significantly from “White” groups in 
certain respects. The three components of “country” – nationality, country of birth 
and domicile – were most important for White groups (67%) compared to Asian 
(46%) and Black (21%), and minorities were also more likely to regard religion 
and ethnicity as the most important element of their identity.

The impact of diversity upon personal identities is particularly profound, with indi-
viduals often able to draw upon their heritage, faith, language, diaspora and new 
national identity to create hybrid or multiple identities. It should also be presumed 
that the variation within ethnic groups will be as great as those variations between 
them and there is a great danger in homogenising any particular identity. All types 
of hyphenated identity also run the risk of simply replacing the limited notion of a 
single identity with a hybrid identity, which also becomes bounded and ascribed. 
As Brah (2007) points out, identity is a process and not a fixed category – although 
that is how it has often been regarded in the past.

Identity is increasingly complex and, as well as the now routine hyphenating of 
nationality, faith and ethnicity, the consequence of people from different identity 
groups sharing the same society has also led to the growth of “mixed-race” or mul-
tiple identities. This is now the fastest-growing minority in Britain, for example. 
However, this group is not actually recognised in policy terms: there is no funding, 
representation, support, nor champion. This is partly for practical reasons, as the 
boundaries of the mixed-race group are necessarily blurred and cover many differ-
ent combinations of Black, Asian, White and other ethnicities and any combination 
of faith and nationality. But it also maintains an overtone of racial purity, whereby 
“pure breeds” in ethnic or religious terms are recognised with leaders chosen to 
represent their particular constituency of interest, whereas “our mongrel selves” 
(Slattery 2003) have no particular identity, nor recognition.

In the face of this broader diversity and changing patterns of identity, govern-
mental responses have been ambivalent. For the most part, they have attempted 
to reinforce their view of national identity through such measures as the teaching 
of national history and promoting national citizenship and identity. By steadfastly 
retaining the pretence of the integrity of national borders and governance, and by 
attempting to deny the interdependence brought by globalisation, they reinforce a 
fear of “others”. They then appear to lag behind the current reality of multifaceted 
identities within their communities and may well find that the new phenomenon 
of social media will begin to create new transnational relationships that transcend 
traditional power structures. Already there is clear evidence of a decline in tradi-
tional democratic traditions across Europe, with election turnouts and political party 
membership in decline.

Such policies also reinforce the outdated concept of multiculturalism, which has 
positioned identity as static and bounded – or ascribed and fixed. The reality for 
many people today, however, is that identity is transitory and, at least partly, chosen. 
The growth of mixed-race intermarriage across national, faith and other boundaries, 
means that “you can’t put me in a box” (Fanshawe and Sriskandarajah 2010) is a 
reality for many people:

In an age of super-diversity where people do not identify around single identities and 
feel conflicted allegiance (if any allegiance at all) to pre-defined groups, activism around 
particular “strands” seems irrelevant to many people and may not even be that effective 
in addressing the true causes of inequality. Even the very categorisations that we rely on 
(for example, “black”, “gay”, “Asian” or “disabled”) no longer seem to be able to tell 
us much about who people are, what lives they lead, who they identify with, or what 
services they need from government and society. And the tick box approach seems to 
be missing out on growing numbers of people who fall outside or across standard clas-
sifications. Yet society seems to treat ethnic identities as if they are clearly bounded, 
static and meaningful, and public bodies insist on a tick box classification. (Fanshawe 
and Sriskandarajah 2010: 11)

Multicultural theorists have never accepted this perspective and have attempted to 
reinforce past conceptions of identity, supported by systems of over-protective com-
munity leaders and single-identity funding which have homogenised and hardened 
in-group boundaries and stereotypes.

The “failure” of multiculturalism
The notion of the “failure of multiculturalism” has confused rather than assisted 
the debate about how we learn to live together in an increasingly interdependent 
and interconnected world. “Multiculturalism” can simply describe the modern 
reality of most countries in that they contain a large number of migrant groups at 
various stages of permanent settlement and that are from many different countries 
and indigenous peoples. In this sense, it is purely descriptive and cannot be said to 
have “failed”. The idea of “failure” is more often based upon the perception that 
the policies of multiculturalism have failed. The far-right and popular extremist 
parties often wilfully conflate the policies of multiculturalism with the very idea of 
multicultural societies, as part of their assault on all aspects of diversity.

The more recent suggestions of “failure”, however, relate to the current political 
and international context and specifically refer to the perceived different values 
of the Muslim communities within Western democracies. The UK Prime Minister 
(Cameron 2011) focused his suggestion of failure on the practice of “state multi-
culturalism” in general terms, but it was the Muslim community that formed the 
major part of his speech. The Chancellor of Germany, Angela Merkel, in referring 
to the “utter failure” of multiculturalism in Germany (Merkel 2010), also set her 
remarks in the context of various reports and comments by political colleagues on 
the view that “people from different cultures, like Turkey and Arab countries, find 
it harder to integrate”. Nicolas Sarkozy, the French President, also remarked upon 
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the failure of multiculturalism following public debate and policies that almost 
entirely relate to the French Muslim communities (Sarkozy 2011).

The Eminent Persons Report for the Council of Europe (Council of Europe 2011) 
recognised this current debate but only provided a range of principles and policy 
guidelines rather than a conceptual framework:

We are of course well aware of this debate, but find that the term “multiculturalism” 
is used in so many different ways, meaning different things to different people and in 
different countries – is it an ideology? a set of policies? a social reality? – that in the 
end it confuses more than it clarifies. We have therefore decided to avoid using this 
term and instead to concentrate on identifying policies and approaches that will enable 
European societies to combine diversity and freedom.

This rather prosaic approach, based upon a series of community-based and policy 
interventions, has been adopted by many countries as a means of trying to ensure 
that diverse groups share a common society.

However, early forms of multiculturalism were not based upon a grand scheme or 
“ideology”, but were coping strategies that were inherently “defensive”. The focus 
was on protecting minorities from racism and discrimination and on positive action 
programmes to begin to provide those communities with some semblance of equal 
opportunities. Given that in the immediate post-war period racism and discrimina-
tion were rife, policies of separateness at that time were inevitable, as were the 
attempts to impose tolerance and equal opportunities through legal and regulatory 
frameworks; and to minimise conflict and tensions by avoiding contact between 
different communities. It could be argued that the policies were right for the time, 
and the “failure” may simply have been to not modify the approach subsequently 
to take account of changing social, economic and political circumstances.

Ranjit Sondhi (2009) has explained the essence of this “failure”:

Concerned less with the complexities of integration, the practice of multiculturalism 
came to be centred largely on managing public order and relations between majority and 
minority populations by allowing ethnic cultures and practices to mediate the process. 
Minority languages, religions and cultural practices were encouraged, and gradually 
the right to be equal was overshadowed by the right to be different.

Such multicultural policies led, albeit unwittingly, to the creation of culturally and 
spatially distinct communities fronted by self-styled community leaders who traded in 
cultural, as opposed to social capital. … there was everything to be gained from differ-
ence and non-mixing. This resulted in the tendency at the neighbourhood level to live in 
entirely separate ethnic worlds, a kind of self-imposed apartheid, a cocooned existence.

As a result, far from being a system that spoke to the whole of society, multiculturalism 
spoke only to each specific minority in isolation. This served to maintain the exoti-
cism and essentialism of minority cultures hindering a two way conversation with the 
majority culture.

The “right to be different” has political as well as cultural drivers. In this sense 
it can perhaps be characterised by the notion of identity politics and is played by 

both political and community leaders who seek to heighten differences in order to 
create a political advantage for one group or another; or is advanced by communi-
ties themselves, who have been quick to learn that the recognition of difference 
carries with it rewards in terms of representation and resources. Identity politics 
therefore militates against community collaboration and encourages competition 
and perhaps even conflict. This phenomenon was difficult, though manageable, 
when the number of minorities was limited, but has become extremely problematic 
in an era of super-diversity.

The earlier forms of multiculturalism have been built upon and developed with a 
view to both avoiding the assimilationist tendencies of some European countries 
and at the same time avoiding the reliance on the separationist British model. 
The Canadian approach perhaps most exemplifies this model (a view perhaps 
only challenged by the French-speaking provinces of Canada – see below). The 
Canadian Government11 believes that, in 1971, they were the first in the world to 
adopt multiculturalism as an official policy, setting out their vision in these terms:

[A]ll citizens are equal. Multiculturalism ensures that all citizens can keep their identi-
ties, can take pride in their ancestry and have a sense of belonging. Acceptance gives 
Canadians a feeling of security and self-confidence, making them more open to, and 
accepting of, diverse cultures. The Canadian experience has shown that multiculturalism 
encourages racial and ethnic harmony and cross-cultural understanding.

… As Canadians, they share the basic values of democracy with all other Canadians 
who came before them. At the same time, Canadians are free to choose for themselves, 
without penalty, whether they want to identify with their specific group or not. Their 
individual rights are fully protected and they need not fear group pressures.

Multiculturalism encompasses a range of notions of both “multi” and of “culture” 
and is always heavily contextualised. It will therefore be understood in many differ-
ent ways around the world and the policies and practices will also have developed in 
many different ways. Nevertheless, “progressive multiculturalism” in the Canadian 
sense leans towards the concept of interculturalism and relies upon the development 
of commonality and a sense of belonging and inclusion across all areas of difference.

The growth of the far-right and popular extremist parties

The failure of multicultural policies is no more evident than in the growth of the 
far-right and popular extremist parties across Europe. Multiculturalism has been 
firmly rooted in racial constructs and has failed to notice that ideas about difference 
have profoundly changed. Sexual orientation, gender, faith and disability and other 
aspects of identity are now firmly in the public sphere and contributing to notions of 
personal identity alongside race and ethnicity. The far right appear to have accepted 
the change more readily than avowed multiculturalists and are now less preoccupied 
with race, and instead trade on the supposed threat of “others” in both economic 
and social terms. They also try to engender a fear in the host  community of a loss of 

11. See www.cic.gc.ca/english/multiculturalism/citizenship.asp, accessed 5 January 2013.
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identity and their way of life, as a result of “being overrun” by foreigners. Indeed, 
they have found that their former appeal, based on the supposed biological sup-
eriority of the white “race” no longer resonates with the electorate and have now 
focused on the cultural dimensions of difference (Goodwin 2011).

The far right have used this approach to gain an increased level of popular sup-
port across most of Europe, including France, Switzerland, Netherlands, Austria, 
Belgium, Germany, Greece and Italy. And even the traditionally liberal countries of 
Scandinavia have seen an unprecedented growth in far-right support, with parties 
in Norway, Finland and Denmark growing to around 20% of electorate support, 
and in Sweden to around 6%, where this has been converted to a significant level 
of power and influence due to the system of proportional representation. Goodwin 
(2011) suggests that the British National Party has become the most successful 
extreme right party in British history and points out that since 2001, its support 
in general elections has grown twelvefold; support in local elections increased 
by a factor of 100 and membership sevenfold. However, in electoral terms, it has 
generally remained under 5% in most elections, considerably less than most other 
European countries.

What they all share, however, is not only hostility towards settled and new migrants 
and “fascism’s adaptation to the transformed historical conditions” (Griffin 2011), 
but also an apparently better understanding of the impact of globalisation than that 
of centrist politicians. Marine Le Pen, the new French Front National leader, sums 
this up as “now the real divide is between nationalism and globalisation”, and com-
plains that “France’s sovereignty has been sucked dry by the EU”, with “cultural 
identity under attack through massive immigration” (Le Pen 2011).

The concept of interculturalism
The concept of interculturality is not new and can be traced back to 1959, while 
European perspectives date from the 1980s and 1990s (James 2008). It has also 
been used in the particular context of education (Gundara 2000, 2001). However, 
there has been little by way of academic development until very recently (Rattansi 
2011; Cantle 2012a), nor agreement over the term. In addition, it has not been 
adopted in policy and practice to any great degree on a consistent basis. Within the 
differing approaches to interculturalism, however, there would appear to be some 
acceptance that its key features are a sense of openness, dialogue and interaction. 
A cautionary note was introduced by Wood and Landry (2008) to the effect that 
although openness provides the setting for interculturalism to develop, it does not 
provide a guarantee that it will take place.

Meer and Modood (2012a; see also Chapter 6 in this volume) have described the 
different tenets of interculturalism as:

First, as something greater than coexistence, in that interculturalism is allegedly more 
geared toward interaction and dialogue than multiculturalism. Second, that intercul-
turalism is conceived as something less “groupist” or more yielding of synthesis than 

multiculturalism. Third, that interculturalism is something more committed to a stronger 
sense of the whole, in terms of such things as societal cohesion and national citizenship. 
Finally, that where multiculturalism may be illiberal and relativistic, interculturalism 
is more likely to lead to criticism of illiberal cultural practices (as part of the process 
of intercultural dialogue).

However, as supporters of the retention of multiculturalism, Meer and Modood 
stretch credibility by attempting to argue that the above features were “foundational” 
elements of multiculturalism. They produce no real evidence in support of this and 
their view has been contested (Cantle 2012b).

Interculturalism should nevertheless build upon the essential elements of multicul-
turalism – the framework of rights to equal treatment and non-discrimination are 
critical – as well as developing the interaction and belonging programmes initiated 
by community cohesion. Creating a culture of openness that challenges identity 
politics and otherness and the entrenchment of separate communities is essential, but 
not sufficient. Bloomfield and Bianchini (2004) support a wider view and argue that 
the intercultural approach goes beyond equal opportunities and respect for existing 
cultural differences to the pluralist transformation of public space, institutions and 
civic culture. It does not recognise cultural boundaries as fixed but in a state of flux 
and remaking. An intercultural approach aims to facilitate dialogue, exchange and 
reciprocal understanding between people of different backgrounds.

The contribution of community cohesion12

The concept of “community cohesion” was established following a number of riots 
and disturbances in England in 2001 (Cantle 2001). It represented a fundamental 
challenge to the then multicultural model, and found that White and Asian com-
munities in some areas of England lived in “parallel lives” which:

often do not seem to touch at any point, let alone promote any meaningful interchanges, 
and are based upon: separate educational arrangements, community and voluntary bod-
ies, employment, places of worship, language, social and cultural networks. (Cantle 
2001)

The first formal definition within the UK was constructed by representatives of 
the co-authors of the Guidance on Community Cohesion, the Local Government 
Association, the then Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, the then Commission 
of Racial Equality and the Inter-Faith Network (LGA 2002):

A cohesive community is one where:

–  there is common vision and a sense of belonging for all communities;

–  the diversity of people’s different backgrounds and circumstances are appreciated 
and positively valued;

–  those from different backgrounds have similar life opportunities; and

12. For a fuller discussion of community cohesion see Cantle 2008 and Cantle 2012.



80

Interculturalism and multiculturalism: similarities and differences

81

Interculturalism as a new  narrative for the era of  globalisation and  super-diversity

–  strong and positive relationships are being developed between people from dif-
ferent backgrounds in the workplace, in schools and within neighbourhoods.

Community cohesion programmes represented the first real attempt in the UK to 
promote meaningful interaction between communities from different backgrounds 
and to promote trust and understanding and to break down myths and stereotypes. 
Initially, these programmes were regarded as “cross-cultural” interaction, though 
this began to give way to, or to be used interchangeably with, “intercultural”. The 
notion of intercultural dialogue gathered pace from about 2008.

The programmes attempted to build understanding between different groups and to 
create mutual trust and respect by breaking down stereotypes and misconceptions 
about the “other”. Community cohesion thus rehabilitated the concept of “contact 
theory”, building on the earlier work of Allport (1954) and others. New models based 
on this approach clearly demonstrated that prejudice and intolerance can be reduced 
by direct contact and interaction (for example, Hewstone et al. 2006a, 2006b).

However, as the above definition indicates, community cohesion was predicated 
upon wider programmes of change. In addition to the small-scale programmes 
focused on divided communities, community cohesion tackled inequalities and 
was also developed at a city-wide level to promote unity and to develop a broader 
consensus in support of diversity. This often included high profile campaigns 
featuring people from a range of backgrounds who “all belong” and contribute 
to the economic and cultural life of the area. These campaigns were important in 
that they tried to present a new positive picture of diversity and, whilst recognis-
ing the value of cultural heritage and distinctiveness, they placed a new emphasis 
on the commonalities between groups and thereby contributed to a less defensive 
and more progressive form of multiculturalism. These local forms of intercultural 
programmes have not, however, been supported by a compelling national narrative 
or international perspective. Further, apart from a limited number of mainstream 
programmes, such as the statutory duty to “promote community cohesion” in all 
state schools in England from 2006, they developed through a series of very local 
and contextualised programmes and, while they have seemingly created improved 
conditions within local communities (DCLG 2011), an overarching interculturalism 
meta-narrative would have provided much greater coherence.

Interculturalism and intercultural dialogue

It is also important to distinguish interculturalism from intercultural dialogue. 
They have often been used synonymously but should be viewed as very different 
concepts. Intercultural dialogue has certainly helped to challenge “otherness” in a 
spirit of openness, utilising processes of interaction. Intercultural dialogue, however, 
is simply an instrumental part of interculturalism, contributing to and fostering 
understanding and empathy with others. It is almost entirely “relational” in both 
concept and practice. Interculturalism represents a broader programme of change, 
in which majority and minority communities think of themselves as dynamic and 

outward looking, sharing a common objective of growing together and overcoming 
institutional and relational barriers in the process.

This confusion between terms is illustrated by Meer and Modood (2012b) who 
rightly see the European intercultural dialogue approach, as typified by the European 
Year of Intercultural Dialogue in 2008, as “relatively apolitical, offering civil 
society-based local encounters and conviviality in everyday life to critique multi-
culturalism”, but they unfortunately refer to it as one type of interculturalism. James 
(2008) also suggests that the European Commission understands interculturality to 
be “about dialogue between different cultural groups ... to enable European citizens 
to acquire the knowledge and aptitudes to enable them to deal with a more open 
and complex environment”.

The concepts of “interculturalism” and intercultural dialogue had been little used as a 
policy driver in the UK. The introduction of the iCoCo national Awards for Bridging 
Cultures (ABCs), supported by the Baring Foundation, is the only recognisable 
intercultural dialogue programme and this ceased in 2011. This built upon the ideas 
of community cohesion which, from its inception in 2001, had urged “strong and 
positive relationships between people of different backgrounds” (LGA 2002) and 
this was later developed into programmes for “cross-cultural” interaction. The UK 
programme was based on the premise that “intergroup contact reduces prejudice 
and improves intercultural dialogue and communication” (James 2008).

While the emphasis has been different and despite the separate genesis, the “cross-
cultural interaction” component of community cohesion programmes and intercul-
tural dialogue activities have been used for a number of similar purposes, including:
– to disconfirm stereotypes, change attitudes and behaviours to “others”;
– to promote understanding and tolerance more generally (for example as in 

inter-faith dialogue);
– to create the conditions for peaceful co-existence, following conflict;
– as a component of wider programmes of community cohesion (in the UK and 

more recently some other countries);
– to promote more positive views of nation states and their citizens across 

national boundaries;
– as a means of building social capital, neighbourliness, trust in local institutions 

and “good citizenship”.

The British Council (British-based, but with many offices around the world and 
involved in the promotion of community relations) has also invested in exploring 
both the concept and practice of intercultural dialogue and (with iCoCo) produced 
a “toolkit” and resource guide to promote their ideas (British Council 2010). This 
work has also usefully set out to define intercultural dialogue in the following 
layered terms:

National – A dynamic process by which people from different cultures interact to 
learn about and question their own, and each other’s, cultures. Over time this may 
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lead to  cultural change. It recognises the inequalities at work in society and the need 
to overcome these. It is a process which requires mutual respect and acknowledges 
human rights.

International – Intercultural dialogue aims to equip individuals with the knowledge and 
skills – so-called “intercultural competences” – to participate in increasingly diverse 
societies. Knowledge of democratic values, citizenship and civil rights are essential 
elements of dialogue. (EU – European Year for Intercultural Dialogue 2008)

Global – The idea of “intercultural dialogue” takes as its starting point the recognition of 
difference and multiplicity of the world in which we live. These differences of opinion, 
viewpoint, and values exist not only within each individual culture but also between 
cultures. “Dialogue” seeks to approach these multiple viewpoints with a desire to 
understand and learn from those that do not see the world in the same way as ourselves.

While, on its own, the BC/iCoCo toolkit focuses on intercultural dialogue, it does 
begin to recognise the wider basis of interculturality to shape community relations. 
Gérard Bouchard (2011; see also Chapter 5 in this volume) also suggests that 
interculturalism should shape our ways of living together in the future and sees it 
as a search for balance and mediation between often-competing principles, values 
and expectations. In this sense, he suggests that it is a sustained effort aimed at 
connecting majorities and minorities, continuity and diversity, identity and rights, 
reminders of the past and visions of the future; and that it calls for new ways of 
coexisting within and beyond differences at all levels of collective life.

Bouchard draws upon the work of the Council of Europe (2008) to define inter-
culturalism as:
– the rejection of multiculturalism, which was associated with fragmentation 

and seen as harmful to social cohesion;
– the rejection of assimilation due to the violation of individual rights that it 

entails; and
– the choice of interculturalism as a middle path, as a model of balance and 

equity.

Viewing interculturalism as some sort of middle way between assimilation and 
separation, however, fails to develop the potential of this new model and perhaps 
reflects Bouchard’s preoccupation with the relationship of the French-speaking 
province of Canada, drawing upon his report (with Taylor) for the Government of 
Quebec (Bouchard and Taylor 2008). The Bouchard–Taylor Report was developed 
on the basis of the rejection of Canadian multiculturalism (which was seen as the 
vision imposed on French-speaking Canadians by English-speaking Canadians – see 
earlier) and proposes its replacement by “interculturalism”. Bouchard’s alternative 
concept of interculturalism is a form of integration based on agreed accommoda-
tions but proscribed by the embedded “fundamental values” of Quebec society: 
presented as gender equality, secularism and the French language. Given that these 
“accommodations” amounted to the children of new migrants, including those from 
English-speaking backgrounds, being required to attend schools where teaching is 

conducted in French and who are denied the choice of English-speaking schools 
in the same province, and that English is generally not permitted in many aspects 
of the public sphere, including road signage and by retailers, this concept of inter-
culturalism may therefore be seen as somewhat limited and coercive.

Such conceptual problems arise where integration is positioned on a simple linear 
path between the extremes of separation and assimilation and fails to recognise 
that there are several domains and many more layers of integration that can oper-
ate at different levels. It also fails to recognise the dynamic nature of societies that 
are constantly in flux and cannot rest upon a fixed notion of “culture”. In addition, 
the “middle way” rests upon the idea that culture revolves around some form of 
mediation between the host community(ies) and newcomers, rather than a more 
dialectical view of the modern globalised world in which both national and inter-
national parameters are also changing.

Bouchard’s view of interculturalism, however, does begin to recognise the dynamic 
nature of societies and that integration is neither a process in which migrants are 
assimilated into a host culture, nor one which results in the adaptation of the host 
community to the extent that their fundamental nature is eroded:

interculturalism concerns itself with the interests of the majority culture, whose desire to 
perpetuate and maintain itself is perfectly legitimate, as much as it does with the interests 
of minorities and immigrants – we thus find no reason to oppose either the defenders 
of the identity and traditions of the majority culture on one side, or the defenders of 
the rights of minorities and immigrants on the other; it is both possible and necessary 
to combine the majority’s aspirations for identity with a pluralist mindset, making for 
a single process of belonging and development. (Bouchard 2011)

Many majority communities would, no doubt, find Bouchard’s thesis very reassur-
ing, as almost any form of change can be unsettling and threatening. However, the 
reality is that host communities too are in a state of flux and ever more so in a period 
of globalisation. The arrival of migrants is only one part of the change – though 
often the most visible. As a result migrants are often identified with the change 
and seen as the cause rather than the consequence of the underlying processes of 
globalisation which are much more pervasive – and inevitable. Trying to “buck 
the market” of cultural change by holding on to a fixed conception of culture is a 
fairly useless exercise, even for a majority group, making some communities even 
more isolated from the real world and the likelihood that even greater change will 
be more sudden and difficult.

Ironically, the concept of multiculturalism advanced by the Canadian Government, 
and so soundly rejected by the Bouchard–Taylor report, may be somewhat nearer to 
more generally accepted ideas about interculturalism. It is the case that the idea of 
more dynamic and outward-looking communities applies to majorities as much as 
to minorities – indeed they need to share a common objective of growing together.

“Interculturalism” is, then, much more than “intercultural dialogue”. Whereas 
intercultural dialogue may be considered as the process by which two or more 
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communities with different identities interact, break down barriers and build trust 
and understanding, interculturalism envisages a society in which people are at ease 
with difference more generally and with the opportunity for themselves and other 
cultures, from within and beyond national borders, to engage and develop along a 
mutually agreed growth path, overcoming institutional barriers in the process. In 
this sense, programmes of community cohesion, which rely upon more deliberative 
programmes to tackle inequalities, promote diversity, belonging and interaction, 
contribute from a more localised and grassroots basis.

Interculturalism and policy development

In terms of policy development, however, we have not yet seen the full potential 
of the concept of interculturalism and there is little by way of an accepted body 
of academic opinion on the subject (it is notable that only 2 of the 26 references 
cited by James (2008) use the term in their title), with the first academic text based 
on interculturalism appearing only in 2012 (Cantle 2012a). There is even less 
by way of established practice. The Eminent Persons Report for the Council of 
Europe (2011) has recently set out the ways in which they believe “peaceful co-
existence” can be achieved. They reject the concept of “multiculturalism” and set 
out 17 “guiding principles” for living together. These mainly revolve around legal 
rights, which apply equally to all, with an emphasis on citizenship and participa-
tion, in which people retain their distinctive cultural heritage, possibly hyphenated 
with nationality or faith. They argue for early voting rights for migrants and for 
tolerant and respectful leadership. There is little new in the report and much of it 
could be attributed to a “progressive form of multiculturalism” referred to earlier. 
However, there is more emphasis on integration, particularly from the perspective 
that “in order to live together in peace people need skills or ‘competences’ which 
are not ‘automatically acquired’”.

Interculturalism is constructed around the multifaceted nature of “difference”, 
whereas, multiculturalism was founded – and remained rooted – on the outmoded 
concept of “race”. This was based upon spurious notions of physical distinctive-
ness, or on other salient and contexualised differences, such as language or religion, 
which then became essentialised as “culture”. Multiculturalism generally developed 
throughout Europe into a policy based on ethnic difference and faith divisions, 
some of which were identified as “racial” groups for the purposes of public policy 
and essentially became viewed in much the same primordial sense. And, in terms 
of the “failure of multiculturalism” referred to earlier, they became understood in 
this way. Progressive forms of multiculturalism embraced ideas about hyphenated 
identities, often combining the country of origin or domicile with ethnicity and/or 
faith. However, these dual or multiple identities also tended to become singular and 
fixed in much the same way as those based upon just one conception of identity.

Interculturalism recognises the dynamic nature of culture and all aspects of dif-
ference, which, in this era of globalisation, also includes wider geo-political and 
international components. However, the visionary sense of internationalism that 

emerged in the post-war period, with the creation of a number of international 
bodies including the United Nations, appears to have diminished in recent years. 
Rather like the “paradox of diversity” referred to earlier, the growth of international 
institutions appears to drive people towards separate identities instead of a shared 
conception of themselves. Younge (2010) explains this in relation to the introduction 
of the euro currency, which he sees as the ceding of national power over interest 
rates and economic sovereignty and the loss of an important element of national 
identity through the much-reduced symbolism and national markers that individu-
ally designed currency notes and coins contained:

But the truth is that, when it comes to identity, the global and the parochial have a sym-
biotic relationship. The smaller the world seems and the less control that we have over 
it, the more likely we are to retreat into the local spheres where we might have influence.

As noted earlier, the forces of globalisation may cause people to “hunker down” into 
their own identities and to build bonding social capital around their own identity 
group, rather than engage with difference. Some see this as just a natural tendency 
of people to want to be with people who are superficially like themselves – as in 
“birds of a feather flock together”. But as we have seen in the “race” debate, the 
evident support for the idea of primordial distinctions has been a false and danger-
ous path and in reality difference is determined by cultural, political and economic 
frameworks. In other words, we soon begin to think of others as being the same once 
we engage and the metaphorical and literal “skin-deep” differences are superseded 
by deeper understanding and more nuanced relationships.

Implications for policy and practice

The perspective for interculturalism in conceptual terms is becoming settled but 
the consequential implications for policy and practice have been little considered. 
However, there is growing agreement on the following points.

– Leadership and vision is needed to give effect to interculturalism. This should 
be in the form of a new meta-narrative, replacing the outmoded ideas and 
divisive conception of multiculturalism.

– Part of the vision must be for one of mixed communities, in which shared 
spaces – schools, communities and workplaces – are facilitated. This does 
not mean creating “melting pots” where groups lose their heritage, but rather 
dispensing with those segregated environments that are so “bonded” to be 
almost impermeable by outsiders. This has to go hand in hand with equality 
programmes that ensure that people have access to shared spaces and so that 
all communities believe that they are being treated fairly.

– Too many political leaders – at a national and local level – rely on identity 
politics and the fear of other nationalities, faiths and backgrounds to engender 
the loyalty of their own constituency or interest. This, sadly, also includes some 
faith leaders who nevertheless preach “goodwill to all men”. We need a new 
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vision of a future society in which people collaborate across boundaries on a 
shared agenda.

– Political leaders should be prepared to experiment with new democratic 
structures that can reflect the needs of mobile populations and hybrid and fluid 
identities. These may, however, also emerge through social media with people 
connecting across boundaries on a horizontal basis, rather than through more 
traditional “top-down” and vertical systems.

– The notion of identity needs to be reformed, so that fixed and ascribed con-
ceptions are replaced by developmental and chosen forms; and, rather than 
constantly imagining and flagging difference, new ways need to be found to 
value what we have in common. Taking pride in our particular identity or 
identities is not threatened by an additional universal or cosmopolitan form 
that is shared. This will require replacing the outmoded “tick box” classifica-
tion system of identity.

– It is vital that pervasive programmes of intercultural education and experiential 
learning opportunities are provided to develop cultural navigational skills and 
the competence and confidence in people to relate to those who are different 
to themselves and to see “others” as an opportunity rather than as a threat.

– People of multirace, multifaith and multinationality should be valued on an 
equal basis to those who claim a single or pure identity. This means an end to 
the privileges of financial and representational benefits enjoyed by people of 
supposedly single identities.

– In a multifaith society (which also includes people of no faith), space should 
be provided for genuine belief systems as part of democratic debate, but if 
faith is in the public sphere those communities must expect their views to be 
contested too. And they should not expect to have special funding or state aid 
for promoting their particular views or for providing services.

– In the sense that faith is part of the public sphere, the idea of a “secular society” 
is no longer appropriate, but “secular governance” must be more clearly deline-
ated to ensure that no faith is privileged over another, or that faith systems are 
not privileged over non-faith views.

In more visionary terms Sondhi (2009) suggests it is fundamentally about a “new 
kind of living dialogue”:

So what then is different about the new concept of interculturality? The basis of this 
approach lies in the creation of a new kind of living dialogue – creating the space and 
opportunity and the inclination for two different entities to know a little more about 
how to reassure and interest the other while also avoiding those things that might insult 
or alarm them, thus minimising the potential obstacles to the transaction. But it is more 
than just a tool of communication – it is a process of mutual learning and joint growth. 
This implies a process of acquiring, not only a set of basic facts and concepts about 
the other but also particular skills and competencies that will enable one to interact 
functionally with anyone different from oneself regardless of their origins. This implies 
a different way of reading situations, signs, symbols, and of communicating which we 

would describe as intercultural literacy. This indicates the acquisition of an intercultural 
competence, a certain frame of mind, which in a diverse society, becomes as important 
a competency as basic numeracy and literacy. No child should leave school without 
it and no public official with responsibility for deciding on local policy and resources 
should be without it either.

However, a cohesive society also depends upon a model of interculturalism that 
has a clear sense of justice and equality to enable the barriers associated with par-
ticular backgrounds to be overcome and for a spirit of belonging to be established. 
Interculturalism must therefore draw upon some of the progressive elements of 
multiculturalism but develop policies and practices that are less hidebound by rigid 
conceptions of identity and provide for new cultural competences. Interculturalism 
must also embrace, and give effect to, the idea of identity as a dynamic process 
that can accommodate the international and transnational impacts of globalisation.

Suggestions for further reading

Cantle, T. (2012a), Interculturalism: the era of cohesion and diversity, Palgrave 
Macmillan, Basingstoke.

This recent book provides a fuller account of the issues raised in this chapter and 
also discusses how the silo-based approach and “evidence-free” approach of some 
academics has protected the outmoded concept of multiculturalism. An earlier work 
by Ted Cantle (2008, Community cohesion: a new framework for race and diversity, 
Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke) sets out the history of race relations and the 
journey to community cohesion in the UK which gave rise to early programmes of 
“cross-cultural” interaction.

Castells, M. (2006), “Globalisation and identity: a comparative perspective”, 
Transfer: Journal of Contemporary Culture, 01, pp. 56-67.

This article neatly encapsulates some of Castell’s more developed work (2010, 
The power of identity: the information age, economy, society and culture, Wiley-
Blackwell, Chichester) and he explains that globalisation will not result in a single 
universal culture, though as identities are socially constructed, they are subject to 
considerable change.

Council of Europe (2011), “Report of the Group of Eminent Persons: Living 
together – Combining diversity and freedom in 21st-century Europe”, Council of 
Europe Publishing, Strasbourg.

This report, by an independent group of “eminent persons” and published by the 
CoE identifies the risks facing Europe, including rising intolerance and the devel-
opment of parallel societies. It also develops a range of largely practical responses 
and tends towards a more intercultural view of modern societies.

Gundara, J. (2000), Interculturalism, education and inclusion, London, Sage.
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Gundara uses his personal experience to effectively argue for more inclusive educa-
tion that goes beyond a narrow national story. He suggests a more global perspective 
for education that goes beyond the school and ranges from the role of the state to 
a discussion of basic issues in intercultural education.

Rattansi, A. (2011), Multiculturalism: a very short introduction, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford.

Rattansi’s work is relatively short – only 177 pages, based on a small format – but 
he packs a great deal in. He is not afraid to confront some of the most difficult ques-
tions, such as “Is multiculturalism bad for women?”. His conclusion is clear: that 
across Europe, the period of multiculturalism is over and that the time has come to 
“move on” to interculturalism.

Wood, P. (ed.) (2004), Intercultural city: intercultural city reader, Comedia, Stroud.

This reader has around 30 contributions from notable academics, policy makers and 
practitioners. The opening scene by Leonie Sandercock sets out the “struggle for 
interculturalism against fundamentalism” particularly well. As a whole, the reader 
places great emphasis on the value of diversity in terms of innovation and entrepre-
neurship. It is supported by a number of more practically based sister publications 
including: Wood, P., Landry, C. and Bloomfield, J. (2006), The intercultural city, 
Comedia, Stroud; Wood, P., Landry, C. and Bloomfield, J. (2006), Cultural diversity 
in Britain: a toolkit for cross-cultural co-operation, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 
York; and Wood, P. and Landry, C. (2008), The intercultural city: planning for 
diversity advantage, Earthscan, London.
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5 –  Interculturalism: what makes it distinctive?
Gérard Bouchard

In the wake of the attacks against multiculturalism during the past decade, intercul-
turalism has emerged not really as a substitute but as a different model that could 
meet specific challenges in a number of nations. The recent literature has described 
the model of interculturalism in a few broad strokes, i.e. essentially a focus on dia-
logue, mutual understanding and interaction between ethno-cultural groups at the 
micro-social level.13 However, as far as I know, no one has as yet proposed a detailed 
definition that spells out the foundations and the major components of the model in 
a manner that highlights its distinctiveness, including at the societal level.14 The goal 
of this chapter is to present a brief overview of interculturalism that emphasises its 
main components while showing how it departs from multiculturalism.

Models and paradigms
Prior to addressing interculturalism and multiculturalism per se, it is useful to look 
at the paradigms in which these and other models are grounded. These paradigms 
are basic schemata that serve as a global lens through which societies or nations 
perceive, discuss and manage ethno-cultural realities. They feed on deep collec-
tive representations that structure the national imaginary, shape public debates and 
inspire state policies. In light of the major models of diversity management that 
have been developed in the Western world, five paradigms can be identified.
– According to the “homogeneity” paradigm, there is and should be only one 

culture in a nation. Consequently, in matters of intercultural differences, forced 
or voluntary assimilation to the host culture is the rule. In nations that embrace 
this paradigm, there are no such things as majority or minority cultures, at least 
theoretically, since every citizen is required to embrace the national culture. 
Japan, Greece, North and South Korea and several other countries come to 
mind.

– In the “mixity” paradigm (mostly followed in Latin America), ethno-cultural 
diversity is expected to disappear thanks to extended and intense miscegena-
tion. The envisioned long-term outcome is the morphing of initial, contributing 
cultures into a new and supposedly superior national encompassing configura-
tion.

– The “bi- or multipolarity” paradigm prevails in nations comprising two or 
more founding ethno-cultural groupings (think of Belgium or Switzerland). 

13. As far as possible, I will avoid using the word “ethnic” because of the controversial meanings it 
conveys (see, for instance, Brubaker 2004).
14. I have just made such an attempt in a book published in the fall of 2012 (L’Interculturalisme. Un 
point de vue québécois. Montréal: Boréal). An English translation is under way.
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In principle, since each of these groups enjoys official recognition in a statute 
or a charter provision, none is expected to be assimilated by the other(s).

– In nations endorsing the “diversity” paradigm, this latter concept is paramount. 
As can be seen in English Canada or in the United States, the nation is defined 
as an association of autonomous individuals sharing equal rights and express-
ing their individuality as they see fit within legal limits. There is no official 
recognition of a majority culture, although a variety of cultures are encouraged 
and protected as expression of individuals’ choice in need of a linkage with 
their original culture.

– Finally, according to the “duality” paradigm, ethno-cultural realities are per-
ceived through the prism of an us/them relationship made up of a majority and 
minority cultures. Quebec exemplifies this paradigm, along with a number of 
European nations that have recently evolved toward a dual vision of them-
selves. Duality manifests itself in many ways, including in the debates over 
so-called national values and traditions allegedly threatened by immigrants 
reluctant to integrate into the host society.15 The emergence of the duality 
paradigm in a nation can be driven by various factors or circumstances, but a 
significant level of anxiety among a large segment of the population is a com-
mon feature. This feeling may originate in the fact that the majority culture is 
itself a minority in its political (the case of federations) and continental environ-
ment, which fosters a sense of fragility and a defensive mood. In other cases, 
the majority culture worries about what it perceives as its progressive values 
confronted with incompatible, backward and corrosive traditions brought in 
by immigrants. Duality can also be created and sustained by xenophobia and 
racism on the part of a dominant majority.

Under the pressure of tensions and criticisms expressed in public debates, para-
digms are constantly shifting. They must also adapt to changing contexts and chal-
lenges. Lastly, they usually compete with alternative options. In the United States, 
for example, the diversity paradigm is regularly attacked by advocates of a dual 
view of the nation that emphasises various forms of cultural clashes and a deep 
concern for the universal ideals inherited from the Founding Fathers (for example, 
Huntington 1996).

In any given nation, the prevailing paradigm is always a choice. The demographic 
and geographic morphology of ethno-cultural realities or the weight of national 
traditions and institutions are not deterministic. The latter, needless to say, are 
contributing factors of change but they do not exert structural primacy. This state-
ment is substantiated by the numerous instances of paradigmatic changes that have 
occurred lately in several countries as a consequence of political reorientations. 
Quebec and English Canada are two cases in point. Since the 1960s, they have 
both rejected the homogeneity paradigm, which previously held sway, the former 
adopting duality and the latter turning to diversity.

15. For practical purposes, I will use “nation” and “society” interchangeably.

Finally, each paradigm suffers from its own weaknesses. For instance, bi- or 
multipolarity and the duality paradigms can give way to confrontation, the diver-
sity paradigm is vulnerable to fragmentation, the mixity paradigm to assimilation, 
and so forth.

Against this background, let us first examine interculturalism and then multicul-
turalism.

Interculturalism
Interculturalism shares with several models an embracing of pluralism as a basic 
orientation advocating a respect of diversity. This leads to the recognition of minority 
rights,16 the practice of reasonable accommodation,17 various forms of affirmative 
action, a strong concern for the social and economic inclusion of immigrants and 
members of minorities, a constant fight against xenophobia, racism and discrimina-
tion, and public policies designed to allow newcomers to maintain a link with their 
original culture if they wish to do so. While they are not peculiar to interculturalism, 
all these elements are an integral part of it.

In the same vein, like a few other models, interculturalism operates on two distinct 
levels. At the global (or macro-social) level, it relates to state and institutional poli-
cies and programmes and therefore offers a set of guiding principles and a general 
approach to ethno-cultural relations. At the micro-social level (interculturality), 
interculturalism is concerned with the daily management of ethno-cultural diversity 
in various institutional settings (such as the education system, health services, or 
private enterprise), and in the community at large. This is the area of the day-to-day 
dynamic of relations among individuals and groups coming from different cultures.

The distinctive components of interculturalism

I will now concentrate on other components that are either exclusive to this model 
or, without being exclusive, are more accentuated than in other models.

– Interculturalism finds its most familiar ground in the duality paradigm. It is 
worth noting that the model does not create the duality structure nor does it promote 
it. Interculturalism simply operates where duality already prevails as a vision of 
ethno-cultural relationships. Indeed, one of the main objectives of the model is to 
ease the us/them relationship and to manage the majority/minorities duality so as 
to prevent it from lapsing into tensions, conflicts and ethnicism. That being said, 

16. In the legal but also the philosophical sense as defined by Taylor (1992/1994) and others.
17. Formalised or not, accommodation practices are commonplace in the Western nations, even where 
they have no legal or official status. They consist in protecting minorities against laws or any collective 
rules adopted by a majority oblivious to the fact that such laws and rules may discriminate against citizens 
who are not fully part of the mainstream culture. However, accommodations are not freely granted. They 
are subject to a set of conditions designed to protect the fundamental values of a society, to secure the 
normal functioning of institutions and organisations, and more generally, to preserve the social order. 
For a detailed presentation, see Bouchard and Taylor (2008, Chapter VIII).
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according to the logic of pluralism, it may seem desirable to not only reduce but 
to suppress the duality for the sake of individual freedom as well as a deeper and 
more “equal” integration. However, doing so would go against pluralism, that is, 
the right of all citizens to maintain a sense of belonging to their culture of origin, 
which is also part of the pluralist creed. This reveals an interesting paradox inherent 
in pluralism.

Lastly, by tackling upfront the majority/minorities duality, interculturalism brings 
(and maintains) to the fore the power game that, in all nations, underlies intercultural 
relationships, irrespective of the paradigm involved. It is well known that political 
and other elites everywhere are inclined to pattern their decisions on their own 
cultural and social backgrounds at the expense of minorities. As a result, collec-
tive rules often discriminate against some categories of citizens. It is precisely the 
function of reasonable accommodations to remedy this universal bias and to right 
the wrongs that may ensue among the minorities. More generally, interculturalism 
is keen to promote policies that prevent minorities from being dominated by the 
majority, particularly in the political and economic spheres.18

– In keeping with the requirements of the law and of social ethics, integration is 
a centerpiece of the model. According to the most commonly accepted view in the 
North American sociological tradition, the term “integration” refers to the mecha-
nisms and processes of inclusion through which social bonds are created, along 
with their symbolic and functional foundations. Such processes and mechanisms are 
of concern to all citizens (whether new or long-standing), operate on many levels 
(individual, community, institutional, and state), and in multiple dimensions (eco-
nomic, social, cultural, and so forth). On a cultural level, the concept of integration, 
thus defined, is devoid of any assimilationist overtone.19

A democratic society must be concerned with the social and economic inclusion of 
its citizens, particularly those who are underprivileged, which is the case with many 
immigrants and members of minorities. Likewise, civic and political participation 
must be encouraged. It should also be understood that a rule of reciprocity prevails: 
integration is a dual process wherein both immigrants and members of the host 
society share a responsibility.

In a different vein, a focus on integration also resonates with a sociological require-
ment. In order to function normally, i.e. to set and pursue common goals, to share 
resources, to respond positively in case of crisis, and to efficiently mobilise so that 
reforms and social changes can be carried out, a society needs a layer of solidarity 
and a symbolic foundation made up of a core of values, beliefs and ideals.

Lastly, emphasis on integration is all the more relevant in a situation of duality sus-
ceptible to mutual distrust, marginalisation and confrontation. But, in the opposite 

18. See in this respect: Guillaumin (1972), Juteau (1999), Pietrantonio (2000), and Winter (2011).
19.. Nevertheless, in the course of a recent controversy in Europe, the concept has occasionally acquired 
this kind of connotation. To avoid any confusion, perhaps we should use the term “integrationism” when 
referring to those forms of integration that are not respectful of diversity.

direction, it must not go so far as to jeopardise the future of minorities as distinct 
collective actors. In keeping with the spirit of interculturalism, a delicate balance 
must be struck.

– As a corollary of its focus on reciprocal integration, interculturalism promotes 
interactions, exchanges and joint civic initiatives between the majority and minori-
ties. This provision also contributes to alleviating ethno-cultural boundaries by 
countering stereotypes that fuel discrimination and exclusion.

– Still in a spirit of integration and rapprochement, the model favours the 
formation of a common culture sustained by the majority and minority cultures, 
while preserving their core features. The common culture also taps into the daily 
encounters of symbolic codes, traditions, beliefs and worldviews spurred by the 
dynamics of exchange. In this way, the common culture is meant to perform the 
following functions:

- to further integration by making diversity an open field;

- to mitigate the us/them relationship;

- to build bridges for citizens who wish to redefine their relationship with 
their original culture and to participate in a wider horizon;

- to allow a society to take full advantage of ethno-cultural diversity.

– Overall, interculturalism fosters the development of a societal or national 
culture made up of three closely interwoven, ever-changing threads: the majority 
culture, the minority cultures and the common culture. Yet, this view is set forth 
with reservations since one should avoid hardening these distinctions. The three 
threads harbour some deeply rooted loci of belonging, loyalty and identity but 
fluidity, change and interpenetration are also pervasive.

– Because it promotes pluralism and integration, interculturalism supports a 
regime of inclusive secularity relying on five principles or values:

- mutual autonomy and the separation of state and church;

- state neutrality in religious matters;

- freedom of conscience and religion;

- equality of worldviews, deep-seated convictions and beliefs, whether they 
are religious or not;

- protection of religious heritage as part of national patrimony.

For the sake of equity and flexibility, interculturalism refrains from establishing any 
a priori hierarchy between the five components. It is also receptive to the expression 
of religion, for example, the wearing of religious signs in public or state institutions, 
although this remains subject to some restrictions when, for example, a practice 
goes against a fundamental value (say, gender equality) or when the functioning of 
a major institution is jeopardised.
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To sum up, interculturalism is basically characterised by an embrace of pluralism 
as an ethics of cultural encounter, the vision of ethno-cultural realities as structured 
by a majority/minorities relationship (cf. the duality paradigm), an emphasis on 
integration (through policies of social and economic inclusion and a dynamic of 
interaction) and a strong concern for the societal level (development of a common 
culture).

Comments

An attribute of interculturalism that warrants emphasis is the encompassing meaning 
of the notion of citizenship that it sets forth. Indeed, no less than four dimensions 
are taken into account:
– cultural: harmonisation of differences;
– legal: the protection of rights;
– social: economic and social inclusion, the fight against racism and domination 
relationships;
– civic: participation in the community and political life.

Thus construed, interculturalism invites a global view of the social fabric that takes 
into account the sociological conditions of its reproduction and historical continu-
ity. This, in turn, draws attention to what could be called the founding component 
of a society. This concept refers to the mainstream segment – the majority culture 
– which embodies the continuity of a society through a centuries-long if not a 
millennial historical process of settlement and expansion, economic, social and 
institutional development, interspersed with setbacks, achievements and traumas. 
The formation of a culture is also part of this long process, i.e. a language, a body 
of traditions, norms, beliefs, myths, and so forth, all of which coalesce into a col-
lective memory and an identity. Together, they constitute the core of the symbolic 
foundation of a society.

One might argue that, after all, such a national imaginary has been somewhat arti-
ficially constructed by the elites – which is true – and must not be given too much 
weight. But this should not detract from the important fact that, as a result of an 
intense and prolonged acculturation process (through school, media, state discourse, 
and so forth), such symbolic “artefacts” have been internalised by large segments 
of the population and they have taken on a life of their own: in other words, over 
the years, they have evolved from cold constructs to warm truths and deep feel-
ings. What I seek to stress here is the sociological significance of this founding 
component as a staple of the social fabric, and its enduring impact on the structure 
and the course of a nation.

For a society to function, a sense of continuity is needed that is guaranteed to a 
large extent by the majority culture and the symbolic capital forged in the past. 
The relevance of this comment is not confined to social cohesion. A society takes 
hold of its destiny by asserting and pursuing principles and ideals that combine 
both its heritage and its future. If the former is unquestionably the responsibility 

of all citizens, the latter is primarily the work of the founding majority. It follows 
that, within the duality, both the majority and the minority cultures warrant nur-
turing. Again, the difficulty is to strike the right balance in terms of sociological 
requirements and rights, considering the unequal distribution of power between the 
majority and the minorities.

The idea of supporting the majority culture for the sake of the whole society may 
be a source of concern for some readers. According to some influential liberal 
intellectuals,20 a truly liberal state should refrain from cultural interventions in favour 
of a group or even to promote a set of moral values as the standard of the “good 
life” in a society. This is seen as a violation of individuals’ freedom. Unfortunately, 
as numerous liberal thinkers have also come to realise, this virtuous principle has 
proven to be an out-of-reach ideal.21 Even in the most liberal, democratic and 
“civic” nations, the state routinely intervenes to bolster the majority culture (for 
the sake of “national interest”), often going as far as to encroach on the basic rights 
of minorities. For example, despite its pluralist and multiculturalist allegiance, the 
Canadian Government maintains in the preamble of its constitution a reference to 
the supremacy of God, celebrates the almighty through the annual ritual of Prayer 
Breakfast (with the participation of the judges of the Supreme Court, the ministers 
of the cabinet, the presidents of the Senate and the Parliament), promotes monarchic 
symbols in public life, limits the diffusion of American cultural goods, and so on. In 
the United States, Christian symbols permeate the political life and the WASP culture 
is still very influential as well as the assimilating melting-pot. Likewise, France 
refuses to extend to Islam the official status that Catholicism and Protestantism 
already enjoy and it imposes French values as universal.22

As has been amply demonstrated, no state is culturally neutral (or abstentionist); all 
states feel entitled to considerable leeway. So, the idea of cultural interventionism 
is mentioned here but it is not a distinctive trait of interculturalism. Far from that, 
it is an overt or covert practice associated with all models. For some liberal think-
ers, this is an inescapable fact that must be reckoned with, willy-nilly. For  others, 
cultural interventionism is sociologically useful, even necessary for the sake of 
democracy and social justice.23 According to Maclure and the political philosopher 
Taylor (2010: 86), “it is normal that some public norms are rooted in the attributes 
and the interest of the majority”. One must come to terms with the idea (and the 
fact) that all liberal states impose official languages, select immigrants, promote 
specific values enshrined in charters and laws, strongly influence the construction 
of collective memory and identity, prescribe the content of the school curriculum, 
and so forth.

20. From pioneers like John Locke, Stuart Mill and Immanuel Kant to contemporary thinkers such as 
Rawls (1971) or Dworkin (1978). 
21. See in this respect Bouchard (2011, pp.452-3; 2012, Chapter IV, Part 2).
22. For a criticism of the cultural neutrality thesis, see Kymlicka (2000, especially pp. 185-7).
23. Numerous authors could be mentioned here. For instance: Raz (1988), Taylor (1988, 1989, 1992), 
Young (1990), Galston (1991), Tamir (1993), Miller (1995), Kymlicka (1995, 2007), Canovan (1996), 
Dieckhoff (2000, chapter III), Bader (2007), Sandel (2009).
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In this respect, I wish to highlight the following.

– Under specific conditions, the non-neutrality of the state in the sphere of culture 
(or cultural interventionism) in favour of the majority can be legitimate, even 
sometimes necessary from a sociological standpoint.

– But this leeway needs to be carefully circumscribed and kept under the control 
of the law so as to avoid ethnicism. In other words, any measure meant to help 
the majority culture must pass the test of the law and, if need be, the tribunal.

– In no way whatsoever should this idea be interpreted as or lead to a structural 
or formalised primacy or official precedence accorded to the majority, thus 
establishing a hierarchy between citizens. Cultural interventionism must be 
seen as working as an ad hoc practical procedure enacted only in particular 
circumstances and under stringent conditions.

– State cultural interventionism can also work for old minority groups which 
have contributed, with the majority, to the formation of the society and partake 
of its continuity. In Quebec, for instance, the anglophone minority enjoys 
particular rights (see below). Likewise, according to a tradition, the Montréal 
City Council never convenes on the day of the Yom Kippur out of considera-
tion for its Jewish members (presently: 3 out of 65 councillors).

– Needless to say, cultural interventionism works better in a society where inter-
cultural relationships are devoid of deep tensions and conflict. For the majority, 
this should act as an incentive to be open and accommodating to minorities, in 
a spirit of reciprocity. Granted, the idea of cultural interventionism runs against 
the abstract, ideal and unworkable vision of a culturally neutral state, but it is 
in tune with the complex facts of collective life and the moral responsibilities 
that are entrusted to democratic states. This is a practical lesson that, in all 
modesty, sociology and history can teach to normative political philosophy. 
Sometimes, aiming for the perfect moral society can sow the seeds of unpalat-
able outcomes.

In the Quebec context, cultural interventionism by the state in favour of the fran-
cophone majority is all the more relevant since this majority is itself a fragile 
minority within Canada and North America. This is what led the Supreme Court 
of Canada to acknowledge the legitimacy of the French language law (known as 
“Bill 101”, enacted by the Quebec government in 1977) even though it imposes 
significant restrictions on the use of English language in public life and limits the 
right to English education at the primary and secondary levels – while maintain-
ing major rights for the anglophone minority which enjoys a separate education 
system, newspapers, radio and television channels, etc.24 One imagines that the 

24. In a nutshell, Bill 101 established the language of the francophone majority (80% of Quebec’s popu-
lation) as the official language of civic life in Québec. It enables immigrants – and all Quebecers – to 
access full citizenship, including easier employment and social mobility. Prominent Canadian intellectuals 
known for their liberal and pluralist commitments – for instance, Charles Taylor, Will Kymlicka, Joseph 
Carens and Michael Ignatieff – supported the bill.

same argument could be extended to some European societies that replicate the 
structure of Quebec population or other societies made up of small ethno-cultural 
“majority” groups which feel threatened in their continental environment. That 
being said, the general sociological argument in favour of cultural interventionism 
should apply to all societies – if I am allowed this paradoxical statement since, as 
I said, interventionism is already part of common practice anyway.

To support my comment about the recognition of the majority culture as a founding 
component, I have stressed its sociological significance. But there is also an element 
of practical relevance involved. In recent decades, the promotion of pluralism and 
its well-deserved criticism of dominant majorities have driven home the message 
that all majorities are intrinsically bad, thus creating among them an acute sense 
of guilt and shame that has swayed many people who have become leery of, if not 
opposed to, pluralism. Needless to say, all majorities are potentially threatening, 
but a number of them have a rather decent record. Some have even been victims 
of ill-treatment at the hands of more powerful majorities (colonised societies are 
a case in point). In such instances, arguing from the vantage point of guilt and 
shame can be counter-productive. This calls for a recognition of the legitimacy of 
majority cultures.

Could this be understood as an acceptance of, if not an incentive to “majoritari-
anism” (Pathak 2008) as well as nationalism in the negative sense that the word 
usually carries in Europe, that is, the promotion of withdrawal, chauvinism and 
confrontation rather than openness and collaboration?25 Of course not. What I said 
about interventionism is just a reminder of the importance and the legitimacy for a 
nation to preserve its symbolic foundation, specifically a sense of continuity draw-
ing on founding myths. As it were, I have just put a word on a universal practice 
among democratic societies (cultural interventionism is a blind spot of political 
liberal thought), while bringing to light its sociological relevance. I have also clearly 
marked the legal limits of this practice.

In another vein, some assertive forms of promotion of pluralism can lead many 
members of the majority to believe that they are required to sacrifice their own cul-
ture – to renounce who they are, as it were – in order to accommodate immigrants 
and minorities. Quebec illustrates this point. Opposition to pluralism has devel-
oped recently among some networks on these grounds (Bouchard 2012, Chapter 
IV, Part 1). Indeed, what is required of the majority is to be open to change and 
compromise, not to “sacrifice” itself. There might be something to learn from the 
foregoing with regard to the way pluralism should be promoted.

25. This (rightly) assumes that there are positive forms of nationalism. A society which has relentlessly 
contributed to improving the condition of human beings and pursued the advancement of peace and 
social justice can legitimately take pride in its accomplishments and use them to feed a national con-
sciousness. We also know about the decolonisation process in the Third World, made possible thanks to 
a collective mobilisation largely driven by nationalism. In several European cases as well, nationalism 
was instrumental in the establishment of democracy in the 19th century. 



102

Interculturalism and multiculturalism: similarities and differences

103

Interculturalism: what makes it distinctive?

As is evinced by this overview, the thrust of interculturalism lies in the quest for 
equilibrium (the “juste mesure”), that is, balancing competing requirements, be 
they philosophical, normative, legal or sociological. To some extent, this is true 
of all models of diversity management committed to pluralism. Interculturalism 
nonetheless stands out because of the challenge involved in managing the majority/
minorities relationship. Here are some examples of conundrums to be transcended:
– arbitrating the tension between identity and citizenship (the former speaks of 

uniqueness, the latter of universal);
– reconciliating the historical continuity of a society, mainly embodied by the 

majority culture, with the rights of minorities;
– striking a balance in intercultural dynamics between fluidity and identities 

and boundaries (recognising difference is necessary, enclosing it in boxes is 
wrong);

– identifying within the overall cultural sphere what can be promoted as elements 
of the common culture – as opposed to particularist ethno-cultural traditions 
or symbolic contents;

– elaborating, for the sake of integration, a common, inclusive vision of the past 
beyond the duality, while making room for a plurality of memories;

– making the principle of cultural interventionism in favour of the majority 
culture compatible with the rights of the minorities;

– fairly adjudicating the disparity between the values of the majority and those 
of the minorities, where they compete.

The foregoing discussion reflects the spirit of interculturalism defined as an inte-
grative pluralism,26 that is, a model that seeks to i) harmonise the continuity of 
the founding (or majority) culture with the rights of immigrants and minorities, 
and ii) promote an encompassing societal dynamic amid diversity. This is not an 
easy task. It calls for patience, vision, caution and fairness, all virtues that must be 
cultivated in civic life.

Interculturalism and multiculturalism
I am now turning to a question that is often raised about interculturalism: how and 
to what extent does it differ from multiculturalism? In looking for an answer, one 
must be very careful to choose the right terms of comparison. Indeed, there is a 
significant variety among the multiculturalisms that have emerged in the world 
in recent decades. Besides, in each case, changes have occurred. For example, 
Canadian multiculturalism has changed a lot since the 1970s and it is still evolv-
ing, as we will see. So, as a first step, for the sake of the comparison, I will draw 
on the most common perception of multiculturalism in the Western world which, 
unsurprisingly, is quite negative since this model has lost much of its glamour lately, 
particularly in Europe.

26. As stated in Bouchard and Taylor (2008, Chapter VI, Part A).

Many scholars, officials and media people, when referring to multiculturalism today, 
emphasise five characteristics:
– a model that does not recognise the existence of a majority or an official culture 

(all brands of multiculturalism actually belong to the diversity paradigm);
– a broad receptiveness to ethnic diversity that can verge on fragmentation and 

jeopardise the integration and the cohesion of a society;
– a loose conception of pluralism that may lead to relativism at the expense of 

fundamental, universal values;
– a promotion of ethnic minorities that runs the risk of transforming them into 

enclaves, thus imposing a permanent label upon its members; 
– a limited concern for the institution of a common culture, of a “core” that 

provides a society with a symbolic foundation that acts as a glue.

Against this rough characterisation, the distinctiveness of interculturalism is obvi-
ous: on each count, it is just the opposite. But then, is it fair to equate multicultural-
ism with the common Western configuration I have just outlined? The answer is no. 
This picture is distorted and is at odds with the new discourse about multicultural-
ism in countries where it is still operating, a statement that I will document using 
English Canada as an example.27

First, I recall that in the 1970s, the promotion of a diversity of languages, cultures 
and “ethnic” groups was the mainstay of the Canadian model. Then, beginning 
in the 1980s, a social dimension (the struggle against inequalities and exclusion) 
emerged at the same time as a strong concern for citizens’ rights that sparked a 
struggle against discrimination and social inequality. Throughout the 1990s, social 
cohesion became a major priority. More to the point, over the last 10-15 years, a 
growing concern has emerged for a “Canadian culture”, for the promotion and the 
protection of “Canadian values” and traditions, and for a stronger national memory, 
all features that, according to many citizens, are threatened by the weight of increas-
ing diversity and immigration. Some signs of an emerging duality framework were 
apparent. I am not saying that the diversity paradigm is being abandoned in Canada. 
It still prevails and enjoys fairly widespread popular support, as several surveys 
reveal. Nevertheless, there seems to be some movement away from its basic tenets.

Second, various calls have been heard lately for a stronger national identity and 
sense of belonging, for more “connections” and integration, even for “harmonious 
interactions” and “intercultural dialogue” between individuals and groups, i.e. calls 

27. I am referring to English Canada since Quebec rejected multiculturalism when the Canadian 
Government adopted it in 1971. The model was deemed inappropriate for Quebec, which set about 
developing its own model. This is the origin of interculturalism. Since the mid-19th century, Quebec 
francophones had fought to gain acceptance of the idea that Canada comprised two nations, one English-
speaking, the other French-speaking. This vision of the country as a two-nation state was rejected once 
and for all with the introduction of multiculturalism, which made francophones in Quebec simply one 
“ethnic” group among many others throughout Canada. In this sense, multiculturalism weakened Quebec 
politically and for this reason it is the source of a keen opposition among the French-speaking Quebecers.
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to counter perceived centrifugal tendencies by reinforcing the center, by making 
sure that every component of the Canadian mosaic is “part of a whole”;28 in short: 
by promoting the development of a common culture. And here one recognises the 
familiar language not only of duality but of interculturalism.

I am not making any judgement about the strength of such trends and I would not 
dare speculate about their future. But again, the foregoing discussion suggests that 
Canadian multiculturalism is shifting and it is shifting in unexpected directions.29

That being said, Quebec interculturalism and Canadian multiculturalism still differ 
on a few major counts. For instance:
– The two models are rooted in different paradigms. The federal government still 

adheres to the idea that there is no majority culture in Canada, that the country 
is defined by diversity, and that these assumptions should guide the reflection 
and action on Canadian ethno-cultural reality. For its part, Quebec continues to 
embrace the duality paradigm and to emphasise the majority/minorities struc-
ture, a choice that fits the minority status of this French-speaking population 
on the North American continent and the anxieties that it inevitably entails. 
The crucial point here is that there really is a majority culture within the nation 
of Quebec30 whose fragility is a permanent fact of life. More generally, as a 
result, interculturalism is sensitive to the problems and needs of the majority 
culture, while multiculturalism does not even recognise the existence of such 
a culture.

– Since French-speaking Quebecers constitute a minority in North America, they 
instinctively fear all forms of socio-cultural fragmentation, marginalisation and 
ghettoisation, hence the primacy that interculturalism places on integration, 
interactions, connections between cultures, the emergence of a common con-
figuration and the development of a sense of societal belonging. Traditionally, 
for obvious reasons, multiculturalism does not cultivate these concerns to the 
same degree.

– An extension of the preceding element reveals the strong collective dimension 
(interaction, integration, common culture, founding component, solidarity) that 
permeates interculturalism, which distances it from the liberal individualism 
that is more salient in multiculturalism.31

These remarks bring to light the contrasting visions of the two models. Nevertheless, 
when compared, the policies enacted by the Canadian and the Quebec Governments 

28.The reader will find the proper references to these quotes in Bouchard (2012, Chapter III). 
29. Be that as it may, it remains true that Canadian multiculturalism has evolved in such a way that it 
radically departs from the common vision that I have outlined above (see, for example, the demonstra-
tion offered by Kymlicka, 2010).
30. French-speaking Quebecers (with French as their mother tongue) account for 80% of the population. 
31.. Paradoxically, this model is widely perceived as being primarily centred on the protection of “ethnic” 
groups. In fact, in the minds of its major proponents (Taylor, Kymlicka, Tully and others), it proceeds 
from a liberal creed according to which minority cultures must be preserved insofar as they sustain the 
construction of individual personality or identity.

in recent decades display many similarities. How can we explain this paradox? 
Aside from the common endorsement of pluralism mentioned earlier and the recent 
shift of multiculturalism towards interculturalism, I think that these similarities 
mostly stem from the fact that the Quebec Government has not adequately aligned 
its policies with the interculturalist model, allowing a gap to develop between the 
philosophical orientations and the policies actually implemented.

Conclusion
Interculturalism calls for a complex dynamic that comprises a mixture of interac-
tions, continuity and change that is constantly negotiated and renegotiated at all 
levels of society, within a framework of respect for basic values and in a spirit of 
equilibrium that can be summarised in a single maxim: firmness in basic princi-
ples, flexibility in their application. This seems to be the best recipe for fostering 
integration in accordance with the pluralist orientation in nations that embrace the 
duality paradigm. Interculturalism builds on the basic tenet of democracy, that is, 
a capacity to reach a consensus on forms of peaceful coexistence that preserve the 
essential values of a society and make room for the future of all citizens, regardless 
of their origins or cultural background.

As mentioned, this path is not the easiest one. For a majority culture, the simplest 
way would be to protect its traditions and identity at the risk of isolating, freezing 
and impoverishing them, while excluding many other citizens from the mainstream 
culture and civic life. A more promising but also more difficult option consists in 
coming to terms with diversity and orchestrating a fair integration by promoting 
mutual trust and pursuing a shared destiny through diversity. This last option, con-
trary to what is sometimes said, does not involve self-renunciation on the part of 
the majority but a real affirmation through exchange, expansion and enrichment.

Beyond Quebec, interculturalism has a future for all nations that, for various 
reasons, have chosen to follow the duality paradigm. In Europe in particular, a 
number of countries embraced or were receptive to the diversity paradigm in the 
1980s and 1990s. However, a clear overall trend toward duality is now apparent. 
We are witnessing not only a backlash against multiculturalism, as most observers 
concur, but also a departure from the diversity paradigm driven by the sense of a 
threat, the feeling that Western values and cultures are not readily compatible with 
the traditions of many immigrants, especially Muslims.

The new trend is echoed in the thorough consultation conducted by the Council 
of Europe among its 47 member states in the wake of the 2005 Summit of Heads 
of State and Government in Warsaw. Asked about the best model for managing 
interethnic or intercultural relations, the countries arrived at a consensus on three 
points: (a) the rejection of multiculturalism, seen as associated with fragmentation 
and harmful to social cohesion; (b) the rejection of assimilation and the violation of 
individual rights that it entails; and (c) the promotion of interculturalism as a middle 
path, as a model of balance and equity. Interestingly, the survey also emphasised that 
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interculturalism retains the best facets of multiculturalism (sensitivity to diversity) 
and of republicanism (sensitivity to universal rights).32

Interculturalist policies: some priorities

Given the basic principles of interculturalism and the duality setting in which it 
operates, what kind of public policies and programmes should be enacted? The fight 
against discrimination should be the first priority. In this respect, facilitating access 
to legal services is paramount. Likewise, promoting exchanges and interactions in 
public life, especially at school, in the workplace and at the community level, is an 
efficient way of fighting stereotypes that are the major source of xenophobia and 
racism. For instance, in Quebec, a promising and inexpensive programme has been 
operating in the 1980s, consisting of a one-week exchange of children between 
Montreal immigrant families and francophone children from other parts of the 
province. Another major priority is economic inclusion through employment. Here, 
various forms of affirmative action are needed.

More specifically, in the cultural sphere, contacts and joint initiatives between 
members of the majority and the minorities must be widely supported. It is not 
enough to initiate activities that are attended only by immigrants and/or members 
of minorities. Moreover, these initiatives should go beyond friendly or social 
encounters. They should be aimed at pursuing practical and socially useful goals 
within a neighbourhood, a community or an institution. They should be designed 
to change and improve civic life. That way, participants might share a feeling of 
solidarity and pride from what they have been able to accomplish together. It is 
also the right formula to put diversity at work.

Another priority is to counter the belief among the members of the majority that 
pluralism compels them to renounce their culture and identity. This is a serious 
misperception of pluralism which threatens to jeopardise interculturalism. It is 
important to drive home the idea that interculturalism is a search of equilibrium 
that seeks to strike the best balance between competing rights, aspirations, norms, 
traditions and beliefs. It does not ensure that the host society must do away with 
its memory and the core of civic and universal values that have been forged in its 
history. Therefore, information should be made available at various levels and in 
all spheres of society about what is required of members of the majority and the 
minorities. Likewise, public debates should be promoted in numerous venues with 
the collaboration of the national and local media.

According to another detrimental widespread belief, the practice of accommodations 
is said to violate the rules and the fundamental values of the host society. It should 
be made clear that a) the criteria and guidelines that govern the practice of accom-
modations prevent that kind of encroachment and b) the goal of accommodations 

32. Council of Europe, Committee of Ministers, 118th Session, White Paper on intercultural dialogue 
– “Living together as equals in dignity” (Council of Europe 2008). See also Battaini-Dragoni (2009). 

is not to grant privileges or introduce special rights but, on the contrary, to restore 
a right that has been violated.

Still in the cultural sphere, immigrants and members of minorities should be made 
more visible in the media and public institutions so that they become part of the 
cultural landscape. Diversity should be displayed everywhere in order to break the 
old embedded vision of an homogeneous society, to prevent the formation of rigid 
boundaries and help people to come to terms with the new ethno-cultural order. That 
means a reform of the school curriculum designed to favour mutual knowledge, 
especially a familiarity with religious diversity.

As for the loci and the channels that should be put to use in order to promote plural-
ism and to educate people about interculturalism, schools, colleges and universities 
are primary targets, as well as the media and the workplace. Cities and municipali-
ties should be given more financial resources to manage diversity, and integration, 
especially at the local level.

Finally, increased efforts should be directed at the teaching of both the official lan-
guage of the host society, so that immigrants are more able to fend for themselves, 
and the language of origins of the newcomers. It has been amply demonstrated that 
allowing the immigrants and their children to maintain a link with their primary 
culture is a powerful means to assuage the so-called immigration shock and to 
make integration easier.

Suggestions for further reading
Baubérot, J. (2006), L’intégrisme républicain contre la laïcité, Éditions de l’Aube, 
La Tour d’Aigues.

The author provides a detailed analysis of Quebec during the 2007-08 accommoda-
tion crisis. An attentive and well-informed witness, he sheds light on the work of the 
Bouchard–Taylor Commission, skilfully reconstitutes the debates and the stakes, 
and brings out the lines of fracture in public opinion. He also offers a synthesis 
of Quebec’s approach in matters of ethno-cultural relationship and integration, 
especially with regard to secularism. From there, he proceeds with a criticism of 
the French republican model, suggesting – not without some provocation – that 
something could be learned from Quebec.

Bloemmraad, I. (2006), Becoming a citizen: incorporating immigrants and refugees 
in the United States and Canada, University of California Press, Berkeley.

Relying on a comparison between Canada and the USA, the book examines the way 
societies redefine their identity and policies such that a new cohesion and political 
fabric is created amid increasing ethno-cultural diversity. The Canada/USA compari-
son allows to elicit differential patterns of integration leading to contrasted forms 
of citizenship. Canada emerges as performing better than its neighbour in integrat-
ing immigrants and developing a sense of belonging, thanks to a more active state 
providing better support and promoting more convivial multiculturalist policies.
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Bouchard G., Battaini-Dragoni G., Saint-Pierre C., Nootens G. and Fournier F. (eds) 
(2011), L’interculturalisme. dialogue Québec-Europe. Montréal, www.symposium-
interculturalisme.com, accessed 18 January 2013.

This electronic book contains the proceedings of an international symposium on inter-
culturalism held in Montréal in May 2011. The participants, from various countries, 
were invited to explore interculturalism and other models from multiple standpoints. 
Education, citizenship, discrimination, integration, accommodations, public policies 
and secularism are some of the topics addressed.

Kymlicka W. (2010), The current state of multiculturalism in Canada and research 
themes on Canadian multiculturalism (2008-2010), Citizenship and Immigration 
Canada, Ottawa.

Drawing on many recent reports and monographs, this book presents an overview 
of the state of multiculturalism in Canada. It is an essential and refreshing reading in 
that it displays compelling evidence that contradicts many common misconceptions 
and groundless criticisms of Canadian multiculturalism. One is led to conclude that, 
despite obvious shortcomings, this model has worked rather well in English Canada.

Winter E. (2011), Us, them, and others: pluralism and national identity in diverse 
societies, University of Toronto Press, Toronto.

The book offers a critical reflection on the power relation that underlies the majority/
minorities duality and how to prevent the domination of the latter by the former. It 
introduces a fascinating innovative insight into this duality by showing the usually 
ignored role of a third party acting either as a foil or as a model. On these grounds, 
it also presents the reader with a criticism of Canadian multiculturalism.

References
Bader V. (2007), “Defending differentiated policies of multiculturalism”, National 
Identities, 9(3), pp. 197-215.

Battaini-Dragoni G. (2009), “La voie de l’avenir: Vivre ensemble dans le respect de 
la diversité”, Speech presented as part of a workshop, in Les droits de l’Homme dans 
des sociétés culturellement diverses: Défis et perspectives, Actes de la conférence de 
La Haye, 12-13 Novembre 2008, Directorate General of Human Rights and Rule of 
Law, Council of Europe, Strasbourg.

Bouchard G. (2011), What is interculturalism? McGill Law Journal – Revue de droit 
de McGill, 56(2), pp. 435-68.

Bouchard G. (2012), L’interculturalisme. Un point de vue québécois, Boréal, Montréal.

Bouchard G. and Taylor C. (2008), “Building the future: a time for reconciliation, 
Report of the Consultation Commission on Accommodation Practices Related to 
Cultural Differences”, Québec Government.

Brubaker R. (2004), Ethnicity without groups, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 
MA.

Canovan M. (1996), Nationhood and political theory, Edward Elgar, Cheltenham.

Dieckhoff A.-G. (2000), La nation dans tous ses États: Les identités nationales en 
mouvement, Flammarion, Paris.

Dworkin R. (1978), “Liberalism”, Dworkin R. (1985), A matter of principle, pp. 
181-204, Harvard University Press, Cambridge MA.

Galston W. A. (1991), Liberal purposes: goods, virtues, and diversity in the liberal 
state, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

Guillaumin C. (1972), L’Idéologie raciste. Genèse et langage actuel, Mouton, Paris.

Huntington S. P. (1996), The clash of civilizations and the remaking of world order, 
Simon & Schuster, New York.

Juteau D. (1999), L’ethnicité et ses frontières, Les Presses de l’Université de Montréal, 
Montréal.

Kymlicka W. (1995), Multicultural citizenship. A liberal theory of minority rights, 
Clarendon Press, Oxford.

Kymlicka W. (2000), “Nation-building and minority rights: comparing West and 
East”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 26(2), pp. 183-212.

Kymlicka W. (2007), Multicultural odysseys: navigating the new international politics 
of diversity, Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Kymlicka W. (2010), The present state of interculturalism in Canada and research 
themes on Canadian multiculturalism, 2008-2010, Citizenship and Immigration 
Canada, Ottawa.

Maclure J. and Taylor C. (2010), Laïcité et liberté de conscience, Boréal, Montréal.

Miller D. (1995), On nationality, Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Pathak P. (2008), “The rise of the majority”, The Journal, No. 10, 2 Octobre 2008, 
www.journal-online.co.uk/article/3222-the-rise-of-the-majority, accessed 30 August 
2011.

Pietrantonio L. (2000), “Une dissymétrie sociale: rapports sociaux majoritaires/
minoritaires”, Bastidiana: Racisme et relations raciales, pp. 29-30, 151-76.

Rawls J. (1971), A theory of justice, Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge MA.

Raz J. (1988), The morality of freedom, Clarendon Press, Oxford.

Sandel M. J. (2009), Justice: what’s the right thing to do?, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 
New York.



111110

Interculturalism and multiculturalism: similarities and differences

Tamir Y. (1993), Liberal nationalism, Princeton University Press, Princeton NJ.

Taylor C. (1988), “Le juste et le bien”, Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale, 93(1), 
pp. 33-56.

Taylor C. (1989), “Cross-purpose: the liberal-communitarian debate”, Rosenblum 
N. L. (ed.), Liberalism and the moral life, pp. 159-82, Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge MA.

Taylor C. (1992/1994), “The politics of recognition”, Gutmann A. (ed.), 
Multiculturalism and the “politics of recognition”, pp. 25-73, Princeton University 
Press, Princeton NJ.

Winter E. (2011), Us, them, and others: pluralism and national identity in diverse 
societies, University of Toronto Press, Toronto.

Young I. M. (1990), Justice and the politics of difference, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton NJ.

6 –  Interacting interculturalism with  
multiculturalism: observations  
on theory and practice33

Nasar Meer and Tariq Modood

In this chapter we engage with some recent authors who believe that an alternative 
to multiculturalism must be sought in order to understand and live with diversity. 
These authors are not anti-diversity, on the contrary; but they share the view that 
multiculturalism is no longer a persuasive intellectual or policy approach. For 
example, the Council of Europe’s White Paper on intercultural dialogue – “Living 
together as equals in dignity” (2008) includes the finding that the majority of practi-
tioners and NGOs across Europe have come to the conclusion that multiculturalism 
is no longer fit for purpose, and needs to be replaced by a form of interculturalism. 
Similar views were expressed in the UNESCO World Report, Investing in cultural 
diversity and intercultural dialogue (2008). More recently still, Ted Cantle (2012:  2) 
has described interculturalism “as an opportunity to replace multiculturalism as a 
conceptual and policy framework”, while Maxwell et al. (2012: 429) maintain that 
“Interculturalism represents a gain over Multiculturalism while pursuing the same 
set of most uncontroversial political ends”. These statements therefore invite the 
question: in what ways – if at all – is interculturalism different, substantively or 
otherwise, from multiculturalism?

Our primary interest in this chapter is how interculturalism functions as a critique 
and alternative to political multiculturalism (Booth 2003; Powell and Sze 2004; 
Wood, Landry and Bloomfield 2006; Bouchard 2011). We are therefore open to the 
possibility that interculturalism as “anti-multiculturalism” may be used in a manner 
that is not necessarily endorsed by all advocates of interculturalism (in a not dis-
similar manner to how Western feminism (Moller Okin 1997) may be appropriated 
in the critique of non-Western cultures; cf. Phillips 2007; Malik 2008). With this 
focus on the political uses of interculturalism, we sketch out and critically evaluate 
four ways in which conceptions of interculturalism are being positively contrasted 
with multiculturalism. These are, firstly, as something greater than co-existence, 
in that interculturalism is allegedly more geared toward interaction and dialogue 
than multiculturalism. Secondly, that interculturalism is conceived as something 
less “groupist” or more yielding of synthesis than multiculturalism. Thirdly, that 

33. This chapter develops and reproduces materials from Meer N. and Modood T. (2012), “How does 
interculturalism contrast with multiculturalism?”, Journal of Intercultural Studies, 33(2), 175-97, and 
from our response to the comments of Will Kymlicka, Geoffery Levey, Pnina Werbner and Michel 
Wieviorka in Modood T. and Meer N. (2012), “Assessing the divergences on our reading of intercultural-
ism and multiculturalism”, Journal of Intercultural Studies, 33(2), 233-44. We gratefully acknowledge 
Routledge and direct readers to the full debate for a further discussion.
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interculturalism is something more strongly committed to a sense of the whole, in 
terms of opportunities for societal cohesion and national citizenship. Finally, that 
where multiculturalism may be illiberal and relativistic, interculturalism is more 
likely to lead to criticism of illiberal cultural practices (as part of the process of 
intercultural dialogue). We then offer a consideration of some policy questions, 
broadly conceived, which draw upon and channel the preceding discussions.

Dialogue
According to Wood, Landry and Bloomfield (2006: 9) “communication” is the defin-
ing characteristic and the central means through which “an intercultural approach 
aims to facilitate dialogue, exchange and reciprocal understanding between people 
of different backgrounds.” Our question is to what extent this can be claimed as 
either a unique or distinguishing quality of interculturalism when dialogue and 
reciprocity too are foundational to most, if not all, accounts of multiculturalism. 
To put it another way, what makes communication unique for interculturalism in a 
manner that diverges from multiculturalism? According to some advocates, a differ-
ence is perceptible in the social or convivial “openness” in which communication 
is facilitated. As Wood, Landry and Bloomfield (2006: 7) maintain:

Multiculturalism has been founded on the belief in tolerance between cultures but it is 
not always the case that multicultural places are open places. Interculturalism on the 
other hand requires openness as a prerequisite and, while openness in itself is not the 
guarantee of interculturalism, it provides the setting for interculturalism to develop.

The “openness” or “closedness” here is a sociological concern related to a spatial 
configuration of community and settlement. But it is also an openness not so dif-
ferent from what Smith (2004) characterises as models of inter-religious dialogue. 
These models come from the North American context, including the “Dialogue as 
Information Sharing” and “Dialogue to Come Closer Model”, which encourage 
religious groups to focus on commonalities in a way that seeks to eschew differences 
in the pursuit of mutuality and sharing. What is striking, however, is the extent to 
which Wood, Landry and Bloomfield’s (2006) characterisation ignores how central 
dialogue and communication are to multiculturalism. This might easily be illustrated 
with reference to some philosophical contributions that have provided a great deal 
of intellectual impetus to the advocacy of multiculturalism as a political or public 
policy movement.

Charles Taylor’s essay from 1992, widely considered to be a founding statement 
of multiculturalism in political theory, characterises the emergence of a modern 
politics of identity premised upon an idea of “recognition”. This idea is explained 
by two concepts of equality. The first is the most familiar and is characterised as 
a rights-based politics of universalism, namely that everybody should be treated 
the same. The second refers to a politics of difference where the uniqueness of 
context, history and identity are salient and potentially ascendant. According to 
Taylor, even though in modern societies the demand for the first kind of equality 
means that people can no longer be recognised on the basis of identities determined 

by their positions in social hierarchies alone, yet we are all still dependent on the 
recognition of  others. We cannot create our identities monologically; without a 
conversation with others (see the discussion of Taylor and Parekh in Meer 2010a: 
31-56). As such, he maintains that we are “always in dialogue with, sometimes in 
struggle against, the things our significant others want to see in us” (Taylor 1992: 
33). This is why “recognition” is relevant to equality and social justice:

[O]ur identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, often by the misrecognition 
of others, and so a person or group of people can suffer real damage, real distortion, if 
the people or society around them mirror back a confining or demeaning or contempt-
ible picture of themselves. Non recognition or misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a 
form of oppression, imprisoning some in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of being.

This is one illustration of how central a concern with dialogue and communica-
tion is to multiculturalism. Another landmark text on this topic is Bhikhu Parekh’s 
Rethinking multiculturalism (2000). The central argument here is that cultural 
diversity and social pluralism are of an intrinsic value precisely because they chal-
lenge people to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of their own cultures and 
ways of life:

Since human capacities and values conflict, every culture realizes a limited range of 
them and neglects, marginalizes and suppresses others. However rich it may be, no 
culture embodies all that is valuable in human life and develops the full range of human 
possibilities. Different cultures thus correct and complement each other, expand each 
other’s horizon of thought and alert each other to new forms of human fulfillment. The 
value of other cultures is independent of whether or not they are options for us … inas-
similable otherness challenges us intellectually and morally, stretches our imagination, 
and compels us to recognize the limits of our categories of thought. (Parekh 2000: 167)

His argument that cultures other than one’s own have something to teach us, and that 
therefore members of minority cultures should be encouraged to cultivate their moral 
and aesthetic insights for humanity as a whole, has intercultural dialogue at its heart. 
Indeed, for both Taylor and Parekh communication and dialogue are in different 
ways integral features to their intellectual and political advocacy of multiculturalism, 
and must necessarily be considered so by those drawing upon their work unless a 
different reading is offered. The point is that to consider multiculturalists who draw 
upon these and similar formulations as being unconcerned with matters of dialogue 
and communication is to profoundly misread and mischaracterise their positions.

Moreover, even amongst those theorists who do not elaborate a philosophical 
concept of dialogical multiculturalism, dialogue is important at a political level. 
Whatever their varying views about the importance of say entrenched rights, 
democratic majoritarianism, special forms of representation and so on, they all 
see multiculturalism as the giving of “voice” in the public square to marginalised 
groups (Young 1990; Kymlicka 1995; Tully 1995; Modood 2007a). Specifically, 
these authors also argue that dialogue is the way to handle difficult cases of cultural 
practices such as clitoridectomy, hate speech, religious dress, gender relations and so 
on (see also Eisenberg 2009, on public assessment of identity claims). So, whether 
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it is at a philosophical or a political level, the leading theorists of multiculturalism 
give dialogue a centrality missing in liberal nationalist or human-rights or class-
based approaches – and is missed by interculturalist critics of multiculturalism. The 
multiculturalists assume, however, that there is a sense in which the participants to 
a dialogue are “groups” or “cultures” and this leads us to a second point of alleged 
contrast with interculturalists.

Less groupist and culture-bound: more synthesised  
and interactive
A related means through which the concern with “closed” communities or group-
ings that advocates of interculturalism conceive multiculturalism as giving rise to, 
takes us to our next characterisation of interculturalism versus multiculturalism. 
The recent BRAP (2012: 55) policy document thus states:

In the multicultural model it is very hard to engage in the type of discussion that will 
help people challenge and move beyond the particular cultural boundaries that are 
ascribed to them or which they choose to adopt.

This shares something with the assertion that “one of the implications of an inter-
cultural framework, as opposed to a multicultural one … is that culture is acting in 
a multi-directional manner” (Hammer 2004). This depiction of interculturalism as 
facilitating an interactive and dynamic cultural “exchange” informs a consistent 
line of distinction, as the following two portrayals make clear:

Multiculturalism tends to preserve a cultural heritage, while interculturalism acknowl-
edges and enables cultures to have currency, to be exchanged, to circulate, to be modified 
and evolve. (Powell and Sze 2004)

[Interculturalism] is concerned with the task of developing cohesive civil societies by 
turning notions of singular identities into those of multiple ones, and by developing a 
shared and common value system and public culture. In building from a deep sharing 
of differences of culture and experience it encourages the formation of interdependen-
cies which structure personal identities that go beyond nations or simplified ethnicities. 
(Booth 2003: 432)

This emphasis is warranted for advocates of interculturalism who maintain that the 
diversity of the locations from where migrants and ethnic minorities herald, gives 
rise not to a creation of communities or groups but to a churning mass of languages, 
ethnicities, religions all cutting across each other and creating a “super-diversity” 
(Vertovec 2007) (see Policy implications). An intercultural perspective is better 
served to facilitate management of these sociological realities, it is argued, in a way 
that can be positively contrasted against a multiculturalism that emphasises strong 
ethnic or cultural identities at the expense of wider cultural exchanges.

Notwithstanding this problematic description of how groups feature in multicultural-
ism, which is challenged in other readings (cf. Modood 2007a), such interculturalist 
approaches do not present a positive politics of their own. Their political content, 
indeed purpose it seems, is as critiques of multiculturalism (Booth 2003; Powell 

and Sze 2004; Wood, Landry and Bloomfield 2006; Cantle, 2012) – though this 
may not necessarily be endorsed by all advocates of interculturalism.

To find a positive political theory of interculturalism one has to turn to Quebec. 
Gagnon and Iacovino (2007) are an example of Quebecer authors who contrast inter-
culturalism positively with multiculturalism. The interesting aspect for our discus-
sion is that they do so in a way that relies upon a formulation of groups. They argue 
that Quebec has developed a distinctive intercultural political approach to diversity 
that is explicitly in opposition to federal Canadian multiculturalism (cf. Bouchard 
2011, and in this volume). Their starting point is that two broad considerations are 
accepted by a variety of political positions, including liberal nationalists, republicans 
and multiculturalists; indeed by most positions except liberal individualism, which 
they critique and leave to one side. These two considerations are that, firstly, “full 
citizenship status requires that all cultural identities be allowed to participate in 
democratic life equally, without the necessity of reducing conceptions of identity 
to the level of the individual” (2007: 96). And secondly, with respect to unity: “the 
key element is a sense of common purpose in public matters”, “a centre which also 
serves as a marker of identity in the larger society and denotes in itself a pole of 
allegiance for all citizens” (ibid.).

For Gagnon and Iacovino, however, Canadian multiculturalism has two fatal flaws, 
which means that it is de facto liberal individualist in practice if not in theory. Firstly, 
it privileges an individualist approach to culture: as individuals or their choices 
change, the collective culture must change; in contrast, Quebec’s policy states 
clearly the need to recognise the French language as a collective good that requires 
protection and encouragement (Rocher et al., cited in Gagnon and Iacovino 2007: 
99). Secondly, Canadian multiculturalism locates itself not in democratic public 
culture but rather that “[p]ublic space is based on individual participation via a bill 
of rights” (ibid.: 110-11); judges and individual choices, not citizens debating and 
negotiating with each other, become the locus of cultural interaction and public 
multiculturalism.

Gagnon and Iacovino’s positive argument for interculturalism can therefore be 
expressed in the following five stages. Firstly, there should be a public space and 
identity that is not merely about individual constitutional or legal rights. Secondly, 
this public space is an important identity for those who share it and so qualifies and 
counter-balances other identities that citizens value. Thirdly, this public space is 
created and shared through participation, interaction, debate and common endeav-
our. Fourthly, this public space is not culture-less but nor is it merely the “major-
ity culture”; all can participate in its synthesis and evolution and while it has an 
inescapable historical character, it is always being remade and ought to be remade 
to include new groups. Finally, Quebec, and not merely federal Canada, is such a 
public space and so an object which immigrants need to have identification with 
and integrate into, so it is important to maintain Quebec as a nation and not just a 
federal province (the same point may apply in other multinational states, but there 
are different degrees and variations of “multinationalism”). It is interesting however 
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that Bouchard (2011: 463), in pointing to recent evidence of dynamism in Canadian 
multiculturalism, specifically in what he interprets as the emphasis of previously 
ignored civic features of participation, applauds Canadian multiculturalism for hav-
ing “slowly grown closer to Quebec interculturalism”. This is at least one reading 
of a political struggle internal to Canada in which the direction of travel has also 
been identified as heading the other way (cf. Kymlicka 2012).

Either way, these characterisations of interculturalism are very different to that pro-
posed by Booth (2003), Hammer (2004), Powell and Sze (2004) or Cantle (2012) 
because it makes a moral and policy case for the recognition of relatively distinct 
sub-state nationalisms. As such it is less concerned with the diversity of the locations 
from where migrants and ethnic minorities herald or the “super-diversity” that this 
is alleged to cultivate therein. Its emphasis on multinationalism does distinguish it 
from post-immigration multiculturalism (and post-immigration interculturalism) 
but not multiculturalism per se (cf. Kymlicka 1995). Discourses of intercultural-
ism in Europe tend to be relatively apolitical, focusing on civil society-based local 
encounters, conviviality and everyday life: politically deconstructive of the alleged 
essentialism of multiculturalism without a constructive politics of their own, and so 
leave an empty space where there should be national discourses, policies and debate. 
One could perhaps say there is an implicit philosophy of freedom or emancipation 
from discrete, monistic group identities in favour of individual self-expression and 
hybridity, but it is rarely translated into proposals for national policies or laws. The 
less-macro-level interculturalism, which focuses on neighbourhoods, classroom 
pedagogy, the funding of the arts and so on, is not an alternative to political mul-
ticulturalism but a different exercise, so therefore political multiculturalism and 
apolitical interculturalism do not need to be opposed to each other and may indeed 
be complementary. Given that society, including post-immigration, ethno-religious 
formations, consists of both groups and individuals, there seems to be a case for 
drawing on the repertoires of both multiculturalism and interculturalism. Some 
aspects of society might have the features of “super-diversity” but proud, self-
defined communities, such as Muslims, clearly mobilise and seek accommodation in 
terms of group identities, and the policy frame relevant for the former is unlikely to 
be adequate for the latter, or vice versa (Meer 2009, 2010b; Modood 2007a, 2012).

Committed to a stronger sense of whole: national identity  
and social cohesion
A third related charge is, that far from being a system that speaks to the whole of 
society, multiculturalism, unlike interculturalism, speaks only to and for the minori-
ties within it and, therefore, also fails to appreciate the necessary wider framework 
for its success. As Goodhart (2004) has argued, multiculturalism is asymmetrical 
in that it not only places too great an emphasis upon difference and diversity, upon 
what divides us more than what unites us, but also that it ignores the needs of 
majorities. Simply put, “the issue of a majority culture is simply absent” (Bouchard 
2011: 465; see also Bouchard’s Chapter 5 in this volume). It thus encourages resent-

ment, fragmentation and disunity. In BRAP’s (2012: 15) terms, multiculturalism 
“separates rather than combines, it celebrates difference rather than asserts col-
lective experience”. This can be prevented or overcome, as Alev (2007) and other 
commentators put it, through invocations of community cohesion on a local level, 
and more broadly through the promotion and subscription to national citizenship 
identities as forms of meta-membership:

Interculturalism is a better term than multiculturalism. It emphasises interaction and 
participation of citizens in a common society, rather than cultural differences and differ-
ent cultures existing next to each other without necessarily much contact or participative 
interaction. Interculturalism is therefore equivalent to mutual integration.

While multiculturalism boils down to celebrating difference, interculturalism is about 
understanding each other’s cultures, sharing them and finding common ground on 
which people can become more integrated.34

These common grounds embody a kind of commonality that members of society 
need to have and which has been obscured by a focus on difference. Maxwell and 
colleagues (2012: 430) repeat this reading in their view that:

In Multiculturalism, the pursuit of integration and diversity management capitalizes 
on the promotion and valorisation of cultural diversity as a political end in itself. By 
contrast, Interculturalism regards the integration of new citizens as part of a dynamic, 
open ended process of transforming a common societal culture through dialogue, mutual 
understanding, and intercultural contact.

It is argued that European societies and states have been too laissez-faire in pro-
moting commonality and this must now be remedied (Joppke 2004), hence the 
introduction of measures such as swearing of oaths of allegiance at naturalisa-
tion ceremonies, language-proficiency requirements when seeking citizenship, 
and citizenship education in schools, amongst other things. What such sentiment 
ignores is how all forms of prescribed unity, including civic unity, usually retain a 
majoritarian bias that places the burden of adaptation upon the minority, and so is 
inconsistent with interculturalism’s alleged commitment to “mutual integration” as 
put forward in Alev’s account.

As Viet Bader (2005: 169), reminds us: “all civic and democratic cultures are 
inevitably embedded into specific ethno-national and religious histories”. But it 
does not follow that national identities should simply be backward looking, seeking 
“to select from all that has gone before that which is distinctive, ‘truly ours’, and 
thereby to mark out a unique, shared destiny” (Smith 1998: 43). It was this very 
assessment which, at the turn of the millennium, informed the Commission on the 
Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain’s (CMEB) characterisation of British national identity 
as potentially “based on generalisations [that] involve a selective and simplified 
account of a complex history”. Chaired by Bhikhu Parekh, it feared such an account 
would be one in which “[m]any complicated strands are reduced to a simple tale of 

34. “It is all in the mix”, New Start, 7 June, 2006, www.newstartmag.co.uk/features/article/its-all-in-
the-mix, accessed 20 August 2006. 
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essential and enduring national unity” (CMEB 2000, paragraph 2.9 p. 16). It was 
precisely this tendency that informed the CMEB’s alarm at how invocations of 
national identity potentially force ethnic minorities into a predicament not of their 
making: one in which majorities are conflated with the nation and where national 
identity is promoted as a reflection of this state of affairs (because national identi-
ties are assumed to be cognates of monistic nations). For in not easily fitting into a 
majoritarian account of national identity, or being either unable or unwilling to be 
reduced to or assimilated into a prescribed public culture, minority “differences” 
may therefore become variously negatively conceived. Such concerns have not 
been limited to the UK, however, and may be observed in the Intercultural Dialog 
Commission (2005) set up by the federal government in Belgium to facilitate a 
transition in the federal-level emphasis from integration to cultural diversity. This 
identified several historical tendencies, concerning (i) a political pluralism that 
facilitated working-class emancipation and wider political consultation; (ii) philo-
sophical pluralism that incrementally led to the official recognition of various public 
religions (Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Islamic and Anglican) and non-religion; 
and (iii) community pluralism as stemming from Flemish and Walloon movements 
that created the current federal state of Belgium. Importantly, the Commissioners 
underscored a further form of pluralism as the next step: (iv) cultural pluralism. 
More precisely they insisted that integration issues should take into account relevant 
cultural dimensions and that it no longer made sense to qualify the descendents 
of migrants as “migrant” or “allochtone”, terms respectively used in the Walloon 
and Flemish regions, but that instead “cultural minorities” would be a much more 
relevant definition. The report on the whole focused its conclusions on the lack of 
cultural recognition in a manner that invited the criticism that the Commission had 
been highly influenced by communitarian theories instead of “trying to develop 
civic responsibility and common citizenship rather than thinking about an increas-
ing space for cultural communities” (La Libre 2005).

One scholarly intervention in this vein can be found in Modood’s (2007a) restate-
ment of multiculturalism as a civic idea that can be tied to an inclusive national 
identity, and some of the responses this has elicited (see Modood 2007b), which 
helps to cast light upon this debate. This concern was present in his 1992 publication, 
Not easy being British: colour, culture and citizenship (Modood 1992) where, not 
unusually among advocates of multiculturalism, Modood emphasised the role of 
citizenship in fostering commonality across differences, before recasting part of this 
civic inclusion as proceeding through claims making upon, and therefore reformu-
lating, national identities. In his more contemporary formulation he puts this thus:

[I]t does not make sense to encourage strong multicultural or minority identities and 
weak common or national identities; strong multicultural identities are a good thing – 
they are not intrinsically divisive, reactionary or subversive – but they need the comple-
ment of a framework of vibrant, dynamic, national narratives and the ceremonies and 
rituals which give expression to a national identity. It is clear that minority identities are 
capable of exerting an emotional pull for the individuals for whom they are important. 

Multicultural citizenship, if it is to be equally attractive to the same individuals, requires 
a comparable counterbalancing emotional pull. (Modood 2007b)

This restatement contains at least two key points that are central to the preceding 
discussion. The first concerns an advocacy and continuity of earlier forms of mul-
ticulturalism that have sought to accommodate collective demands and incorporate 
differences into the mainstream. These demands or differences are not only tolerated 
but respected, and include the turning of a “negative” difference into a “positive” 
difference in a way that is presented in the ethnic pride currents as elements of racial 
equality. The second is to place a greater emphasis upon the unifying potential of 
an affirmation of a renegotiated and inclusive national identity therein. While the 
latter point is welcomed by some commentators who had previously formed part of 
the pluralistic left, the bringing of previously marginalised groups into the societal 
mainstream is, at best, greeted more ambivalently.

Illiberalism and culture
The fourth charge is that multiculturalism lends itself to illiberality and relativism, 
such that “there is often uncertainty surrounding the tackling of culturally specific 
practices that infringe on people’s rights such as forced marriage” (BRAP 2012: 
63). Interculturalism has the capacity to criticise and censure culture (as part of the 
process of intercultural dialogue), and so is more likely to emphasise the protection 
of individual rights. In Bouchard’s (2011: 467) terms:

Interculturalism is built on the basic wager of democracy, that is, a capacity to reach 
consensus on forms of peaceful co-existence that preserve basic values and make room 
for the future of all citizens.

In Europe this charge clearly assumed a role in the backlash against multicultur-
alism since, as Kymlicka (2005: 83) describes, “it is very difficult to get support 
for multiculturalism policies if the groups that are the main beneficiaries of these 
policies are perceived as carriers of illiberal cultural practices that violate norms 
of human rights”. This view is particularly evident in the debates concerning the 
accommodation of religious minorities, especially when the religion in question 
takes a conservative line on issues of gender equality, sexual orientation and pro-
gressive politics generally (something that has arguably led some commentators 
who may otherwise sympathise with religious minorities to argue that it is difficult 
to view them as victims when they may themselves be potential oppressors; see 
Meer and Modood 2009).

Kymlicka (2005: 83) narrows down this observation further in his conclusion 
that “if we put Western democracies on a continuum in terms of the proportion of 
immigrants who are Muslim, I think this would provide a good indicator of public 
opposition to multiculturalism”. As Bhikhu Parekh (2006: 180-1) notes, this can 
be traced to a perception that Muslims are “collectivist, intolerant, authoritarian, 
illiberal and theocratic”, and that they use their faith as “a self-conscious public 
statement, not quietly held personal faith but a matter of identity which they must 
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jealously guard and loudly and repeatedly proclaim ... not only to remind them of 
who they are but also to announce to others what they stand for”. It is thus unsur-
prising to learn that some attitude surveys in Britain report that 77% of people are 
convinced that “Islam has a lot of fanatical followers”, 68% consider it “to have 
more to do with the middle ages than the modern world”, and 64% believe that 
Islam “treats women badly” (Field 2007: 453).

For these reasons Muslim claims-making has been characterised as specifically 
ambitious and difficult to accommodate (Joppke 2004, 2008; Moore 2006; Pew 
2006; Policy Exchange 2007). This is particularly the case when Muslims are per-
ceived to be – often uniquely – in contravention of liberal discourses of individual 
rights and secularism (Hansen 2006) and is exemplified by the way in which visible 
Muslim practices such as veiling have in public discourses been reduced to and 
conflated with alleged Muslim practices such as forced marriages, female genital 
mutilation, a rejection of positive law in favour of criminal Sharia Law, and so on. 
This suggests a radical “otherness” about Muslims and an illiberality about multi-
culturalism, since the latter is alleged to license these practices.

One example of this perception can be found in Nick Pearce, former director of 
the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) and former Head of the Research 
and Policy Unit at 10 Downing Street under Prime Minister Gordon Brown. Pearce 
rejects the view that religious orientation is comparable to other forms of ethno-
cultural belonging because this “may end up giving public recognition to groups 
which endorse fundamentally illiberal and even irrational goals” (Pearce 2007). He 
therefore argues that one obstacle to an endorsement of multiculturalism is the pub-
lic affirmation of religious identities, something Kymlicka (2007: 54) identifies as 
central to a “liberal–illiberal” front in the new “war” on immigrant multiculturalism.

It is difficult, however, not to view this as a knee-jerk reaction that condemns 
religious identities per se, rather than examining them on a case-by-case basis, 
while on the other hand assuming that ethnic identities are free of illiberalism. 
This is empirically problematic given that some of the problematic practices are 
not religious but cultural. Clitoridectomy, for example, is often cited as an illiberal 
practice in the discussions we are referring to. It is, however, a cultural practice 
among various ethnic groups, and yet has little support from any religion. So to 
favour ethnicity and problematise religion is a reflection of a secularist bias that has 
alienated many religionists, especially Muslims, from multiculturalism. It is much 
better to acknowledge that the “multi” in multiculturalism will encompass different 
kinds of groups and does not itself privilege any one kind, but that “recognition” 
should be given to the identities that marginalised groups themselves value and find 
strength in, whether these be racial, religious or ethnic (Modood 2007b).

Policy implications
Our fourfold intellectual delineation means we are well placed to discuss some 
of the policy implications from the dialogue between interculturalism and multi-

culturalism, and especially equipped to consider the ways in which a conception 
of multiculturalism is integral for robust equality and diversity approaches. For 
example, using the UK as a detailed example, the key pieces of UK legislation 
advancing equality (of opportunity) for ethnic and racial minorities in the labour 
market, education, and the provision of public goods and services more broadly, 
have been the Race Relations Acts (RRAs). It is over 35 years since the third RRA 
(1976) cemented the state support of race equality by consolidating earlier, weaker 
legislative instruments (RRA 1965, 1968), extending the act to include indirect 
discrimination and statutory public duties. In Cantle’s (2012: 141) view, however, 
“this approach also ‘locked in’ the notion of a binary racial divide … in which 
accommodations between majority and minorities became the key issue, rather than 
a developmental process for identity across all communities”. Not unrelated to this, 
and citing Fanshawe and Sriskandarajah (2010) to support his criticism of tick-box 
categories, is Cantle’s charge that multicultural policies have “hindered” a policy 
recognition of an ethnic landscape that is in flux, signalled in his understanding of 
“super-diversity”. These two positions then return us to some of our intellectual 
discussions as well as offering some test cases, so let us explore them.

Our first observation is to highlight how difficult it is to sustain the view that UK 
multiculturalist policy has been locked in the past when its dynamism is clearly 
evident. If we take the question of anti-discrimination – perhaps the cornerstone 
of British multicultural policies – then one would have to ignore some profound 
developments that have moved the UK quite some distance from initial categories 
of white and black in earlier decades. Recent equality legislation, for example, has 
combined all UK equality enactments by borrowing from each other so as to provide 
comparable protections across all equality strands. Those explicitly mentioned in the 
2006 Equality Act include age; disability; gender; proposed, commenced or com-
pleted gender reassignment; race; religion or belief; and sexual orientation. This act 
is particularly noteworthy because it is probably the first occasion on which equality 
and diversity have been expressly linked in the UK, and presented as a blend of 
traditional non-discrimination obligations, substantive equality goals around equal 
participation, and statutory duties to promote respect for diversity, human dignity 
and human rights (Meer 2010b). Indeed, the most recent 2010 Equality Act firmly 
entrenched this policy recognition of “intersectionality” in a manner that reflects a 
maturation in the understanding of multicultural diversity.

These, of course, are examples from UK legislation around anti-discrimination, 
when in fact there are several other instances from different policy arenas, espe-
cially during New Labour’s first term (1997-2001). Illustrations of what we mean 
include the abolition of Primary Purpose rule (which placed arbitrary restrictions on 
family reunifications), the creation of Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD), the expan-
sion of voluntary aided status to faith schools, which saw the inclusion of the first 
Muslim, Sikh and Hindu schools. Each of these developments marks a significant 
advance several decades on from where Cantle identifies multiculturalism as hav-
ing atrophied. Nor does it end there. The incorporation of Muslim actors in faith-



122

Interculturalism and multiculturalism: similarities and differences

123

Interacting interculturalism with multiculturalism 

sector governance, especially through the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), the 
Macpherson Inquiry into the murder of Stephen Lawrence (and the subsequent Race 
Relations Amendment Act), and the introduction of a religion question in the 2001 
Census each point to the emergence of white, mixed and religious identities (not 
just amongst Muslims), and novelties in multicultural policy which recognise this.

But this does not sufficiently address the policy questions arising from “super-
diversity” that Cantle and others believe interculturalism is better placed to pursue. 
Drawing upon the argument put forward by Fanshawe and Sriskandarajah (2010: 
5), Cantle in particular sounds “super-diversity” as a death knell for multiculturalist 
policy. In Fanshawe and Sriskandarajah’s (2010: 5) view, “people do not identify 
around single identities and feel conflicted allegiances (if any allegiance at all) to 
predefined groups, activism around particular ‘strands’ seems irrelevant to many 
people and may not even be that effective in addressing the true causes of inequal-
ity”. As we have elaborated in a recent debate (Meer and Modood 2012; Modood 
and Meer 2012), it is clear that people do identify with groups, and though they do 
so in a number of ways that may give emphasis to different subjective boundaries 
(which in turn may shift over time), it is implausible to suggest that group identi-
ties based around “standard identifications” have withered away. In particular, in 
their reading, Fanshawe and Sriskandarajah (2010) appear to retreat to a “choice”-
based view of social identity which, to take one example, ignores how processes of 
racialisation may create new groups not necessarily chosen by minorities themselves 
(though of course how a minority will respond to this process of racialisation will 
vary). This has implications for conceptions of interculturalism, as super-diversity 
understood as the undermining of group categories appears politically naive and 
analytically simplistic. No less important, however, is how some proponents of 
super-diversity understand and use the concept as a means to add to and broaden 
out (instead of eliminate) the role of standard group categories (see the discussion 
of super-diversity in Meer, forthcoming).

Much of course hangs in super-diversity on what is in addition to multiplicities 
of ethnic categories, religions, languages and other cultural differences; namely 
that which is conceived as novel that super-diversity is seeking to explain. To 
this end, Vertovec (2007) identifies some core features, from which three related 
characteristics stand out. Each, however, are arguably more about registering and 
taking seriously the implications of diversity rather than pointing to qualitatively 
new experiences of it. One, for example, turns on the following possibilities for 
methodological innovation:

Research on super-diversity could encourage new techniques in quantitatively testing 
the relation between multiple variables and in qualitatively undertaking ethnographic 
exercises that are multi-sited (considering different localities and spaces within a given 
locality) and multi-group (defined in terms of the variable convergence of ethnicity, 
status, gender and other criteria of super-diversity). (Vertovec 2007: 1046)

So a concern with super-diversity would be more responsive to space, multiplicity 
and flux than conventional registers of diversity. One question this raises is whether 

this is best pursued by replacing or refining existing approaches. For example, in 
one study of capturing super-diversity in survey and census questionnaires, the 
author concluded that the most viable approach would necessarily be “paired with 
traditional categorical question [for example, what is your ethnic group] only 
where space on the schedule and human resources permit” (Aspinall 2012: 362). 
Notwithstanding the methodological discussion of what is plausible and meaning-
ful in terms of data collection, being sensitive to super-diversity has implications 
for policy formulation in a number of respects, not least minority participation in 
governance regimes. Here channels of engagement and representation need to be 
alert to “smaller, less (or not at all) organized groups” in addition to larger and 
well established associations (Vertovec 2007: 1047). This includes the danger that 
“new immigrant populations are effectively ‘squeezed out’ of local representative 
structures and consequently wield little power or influence” (Robinson and Reeve 
2005: 35, quoted in Vertovec 2007: 1047). It is a question of participation which 
spans a range of sectors “concerning the assessment of needs, planning, budgeting, 
commissioning of services, identification of partners for collaboration and gaining 
a broader appreciation of diverse experiences in order generally to inform debate” 
(ibid. 1048). What is striking, however, is that such an activity requires a signifi-
cant governmental commitment that is facilitated by a wider political consensus 
that is supportive of the kinds of comprehensive examination of super-diversity’s 
implications for public services that Vertovec would like to see. To a large extent 
then this depends on a deepening and enriching commitment to many of the core 
features of multiculturalism, for example, tailoring social policies for the needs of 
different groups more precisely, and targeting them more accurately.

We offer five key policy suggestions to promote inclusion and participation in 
multicultural societies.

– The work undertaken by multiculturalists, in debates over remaking national 
identities, common membership and meaningful forms of integration, should 
be recognised as an on-going task. If – as some argue – societies are becoming 
even more plural (or “super-diverse”), then advocates for pluralist modes of 
integration will need to build on past successes rather than seek to erase them.

– Equality and diversity go hand in hand. Policy makers cannot pursue pro-
grammes of equal treatment without registering and accommodating features of 
cultural, ethnic and religious diversity. Recognising diversity alone, however, 
is an insufficient means of tackling socio-economic and political disparities. 
Policy makers must therefore register that disadvantage is sometimes experi-
enced differently by different groups. Moreover, this cannot be overcome by 
way of policies configured to individuals alone, in a manner that ignores how 
disadvantages occur at a group level. Experience shows that the most effective 
policies are those which take community context into account.

– A genuinely democratic public sphere can only thrive if minorities (as well as 
majorities) feel confident enough to participate and audible enough to contrib-
ute. This includes religious minorities too. Europe is an increasing religiously 
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diverse continent which, more often that not, has given religion a place within 
the public square. Newer religious minorities should not therefore be deterred 
from developing publicly recognised infrastructures. This can generate forms 
of civil society capital that are able to contribute to the well-being of society 
as a whole.

– Political leaders at local and national levels should bolster consultative forums 
so that minority voices can become more audible. This means listening to 
and encouraging the participation of representative groups from ethnic and 
religious minority communities no less than non-ethnic or religious minority 
communities (for example, lesbian, gay and transsexual groups; women’s 
organisations; and disability rights lobbies).

– Meaningful data collection is key, and some research is better than none. 
Policy makers should therefore seek to collect information on the social and 
economic experiences of minorities through general (for example, census) or 
dedicated (for example, research study) investigations. This should be a routine 
activity which updates not only the data generated but is also open to revising 
the identity categories through which this information is collected.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have argued that while advocates of interculturalism wish to 
emphasise its positive qualities in terms of encouraging communication, recognis-
ing dynamic identities, promoting unity and challenging illiberality, all of these 
qualities already feature in (and are on occasion foundational to) multiculturalism 
too. Moreover, multiculturalism presently surpasses interculturalism as a politi-
cal orientation that is able to recognise that social life consists of individuals and 
groups, and that both need to be provided for in the formal and informal distribution 
of powers, as well as reflected in an ethical conception of citizenship, and not just 
an instrumental one. As such we conclude that until interculturalism as a political 
discourse is able to offer an original perspective, one that can speak to a variety of 
concerns emanating from complex identities and matters of equality and diversity 
in a more persuasive manner than at present, it cannot yet, intellectually at least, 
eclipse multiculturalism.

That, then, is the intellectual argument. Kymlicka shares this intellectual argument 
that interculturalism is not sufficiently different from multiculturalism to be an 
advance on it (2010 and 2012) but has argued that there may still be a pragmatic 
case for pretending otherwise. As it is clear that as some of the advocates of broadly 
multiculturalist policies, especially those able to influence European governments, 
have given up on the term “multiculturalism” in favour of “interculturalism”, 
progressive intellectuals should consider abandoning the term “multiculturalism” 
to promote their policies and join the interculturalist bandwagon – or “fad”, as he 
calls it (Kymlicka 2012).

Kymlicka understands better than most the dynamics of intellectual-political engage-
ment, and as a leading publicly engaged scholar from whom we, as indeed very 
many others, have learned a great deal, this is a forceful observation. In our view, 
however, he overestimates the political power of the term “interculturalism” in 
Europe. Kymlicka argues, by reference to the White Paper on intercultural dia-
logue – “Living together as equals in dignity” issued by the Council of Europe in 
2008 after consultations with various experts, NGOs and stakeholders and signed 
by ministers from the 47 member states, that by 2008 “there was a clear political 
consensus that we need a post-multicultural alternative, to be called ‘intercultural-
ism’” (Kymlicka 2012). While we acknowledge that not all European countries 
are in the same position on interculturalism, we would emphasise three issues in 
particular. Firstly, the Council of Europe is a forum for international discussion 
but has no powers and is certainly not to be in any way confused with European 
institutions like the European Union and its Council of Ministers, the European 
Commission and the European Parliament.

Secondly, it is simply not the case that there is a consensus amongst European 
governments in favour of interculturalism; nor have European governments made 
much if any effort to promote the White Paper (a Google search on 15 October, 
2011 showed that out of the first 100 items listed by Google, there were no news-
papers, popular magazines, TV or radio channels endorsing interculturalism, only 
the Council of Europe and various NGOs, think-tanks or related networks websites). 
We suggest that this is because “interculturalism” belongs to certain kinds of NGOs 
and not to those making or implementing policies or the media which comments on 
them. When we do hear Western European politicians such as Merkel, Sarkozy and 
Cameron talk about multiculturalism, as they most conspicuously and loudly did in 
the winter of 2010-11 to denounce it (Fekete 2011), they did not mention let alone 
offer any advocacy for “interculturalism”. The most favoured alternative term to 
“multiculturalism” is “integration” and its synonyms in various languages. Given 
that this is the case, it is not obvious that the best political strategy is to subscribe 
to the intellectually shoddy “interculturalism myth” (as Kymlicka describes it). A 
better strategy is to ensure that multiculturalism is presented as one, amongst other, 
modes of integration, and that is what one of us has done (Modood 2012). Just as 
some politicians have recognised that “assimilation” is too politically damaged to 
be resuscitated and so have preferred to use terms such as “cohesion”, “integra-
tion” and national identity while giving them an assimilative interpretation, so 
advocates of multiculturalism should contest those meanings and demonstrate that 
these concepts are capable of multiculturalist interpretations. In so doing it is not 
unreasonable to point out to interculturalists that whilst they have good reasons 
for wanting some aspects of multiculturalism reformed, they should not be joining 
the pillorying of multiculturalism, as they do not have good reasons, intellectual 
or political, for abandoning multiculturalism.

Our final point is that we do not understand why Kymlicka offers the advice that he 
does to Europeans but does not act on it himself in respect of Canada. He says that 
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he can continue to advocate multiculturalism in Canada because it has, in contrast 
to Europe, substantial support there (2012). Yet he is fully aware that the majority 
of intellectuals, politicians and public in Quebec reject Canadian multiculturalism 
in favour of interculturalism. So, on the basis of “do as he does, not as he says”, we 
prefer to follow his example of continuing to argue that an intellectually persuasive 
critique of multiculturalism has not yet been made by interculturalists.

Suggestions for further reading

It has become commonplace for interculturalists and other critics of multiculturalism 
to define multiculturalism without reference to the key texts, policy frameworks 
and advocacy as advanced by multiculturalists. We cannot over-emphasise the 
importance of identifying multiculturalism in its own terms before proceeding 
with criticism.

The foundational political theory texts of multiculturalism include:

Parekh B. (2000; 2nd edition, 2006). Rethinking multiculturalism: cultural diversity 
and political theory, Palgrave, London.

Following a string of pioneering articles in the 1980s and 1990s by Parekh, this book 
is one of the most profound and comprehensive philosophical statements of multicul-
turalism, which at the same time engages in detail with contemporary controversies 
and practical applications. Parekh grounds multiculturalism not on rights but on 
the search for cultural self-knowledge based on intercultural dialogue. The second 
edition includes a long chapter which offers detailed replies to academic critics.

Taylor, C. (1992). “The politics of recognition”, A. Gutmann (ed.), Multiculturalism 
and the politics of recognition, Princeton University Press, Princeton.

One of the most seminal texts in the political theory of multiculturalism in which 
Taylor argues that all identities are dialogical and offers the concept of “recogni-
tion” to explain how respect for certain despised group identities is an outgrowth 
of the democratic demand for equality.

Young I. (1990). Justice and the politics of difference, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton.

A book that shows how a just citizenship cannot be achieved through individual 
rights alone. Pointing to non-voluntary aspects of social identity, Young argued that 
blindness to group difference disadvantages those whose experience, culture and 
socialised capacities differ from those of privileged groups. Not being attentive to 
group differences can, therefore, lead to a form of oppression. Very much a femi-
nist and multiculturalist, Young’s text was an important precursor to contemporary 
debates about intersectionality.

For later statements of multicultural citizenship, which is specially informed by 
British Muslim assertiveness and the socio-political context in which it has evolved, 
see the following:

Meer N. (2010a). Citizenship, identity and the politics of multiculturalism, Palgrave, 
Basingstoke.

Explores the dynamic interactions of multiculturalism with Muslim identities. 
Theoretically informed by writers concerned with minority consciousness, dif-
ference and recognition, it charts progress on policy questions in the arenas of 
education, discrimination legislation, and public representation. Cumulatively, it 
shows how multiculturalism can foster a meaningful citizenship for Muslims today.

Modood, T. (2007a; 2nd edition, 2013). Multiculturalism: a civic idea, Polity Press, 
Cambridge.

Offers a defence of political (as opposed to philosophical) multiculturalism, arguing 
that different minorities need to be accommodated in different ways, and so a single 
template is not appropriate nor necessary as long as there is a strong sense of an 
inclusive, plural national identity and religious and other identities are welcomed on 
equal terms. The second edition develops the argument that a policy of integration 
is incomplete without multiculturalism and a moderate secularism.

For a recent academic debate about the relationship between multiculturalism and 
interculturalism, see the following:

Journal of Intercultural Studies, Volume 33, Issue 2, 2012.

Leading writers on cultural difference and citizenship debate the ways in which 
we should understand the key contrasts between multiculturalism and intercultural-
ism. Some of the questions under consideration include: is the latter a substantive 
departure from the former? If so, how is this evidenced in theory and in policy? 
What are the political questions against which this debate is taking place, and do 
these have any bearing? Where does culture feature in the two concepts, and how 
should we configure an understanding of it? And finally, what can each learn from 
the other as we move forward? Contributors include: Will Kymlicka, Geoff Levey, 
Nasar Meer, Tariq Modood, Pnina Werbner and Michel Wieviorka.
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7 –  Interculturalism, multiculturalism  
and language issues and policies

María del Carmen Méndez García and Michael Byram

Introduction
The preceding chapters in this volume reveal how multiple approaches to cultural 
plurality have paved the way for the current debate about “interculturalism” and 
“multiculturalism”. The multifaceted concept of language can similarly be con-
sidered from different standpoints. For the Council of Europe, “language” is an 
umbrella term that covers fields like minority languages, the mother tongue, foreign 
or second languages, and migrant languages. The two terms “multilingualism” 
and “plurilingualism” are used to analyse the relationships that exist among these 
languages in societies and in individuals respectively, but this duality is differ-
ent from the dichotomy of “interculturalism” and “multiculturalism”. A second 
distinction between “pluricultural” and “intercultural” is made within the Council 
of Europe’s work on language education. “Pluricultural” is used to refer to some-
one who is plurilingual and identifies with more than one language and culture, 
whereas “intercultural” refers to the competence required to interact with people 
of another cultural background. This is important in the theorising of “plurilingual 
and intercultural education” but does not correspond directly with the distinction 
in the “multiculturalism” versus “interculturalism” debate.

The principal purpose of this chapter is therefore to discuss the concepts of “multi-
lingualism”, “plurilingualism”, “pluricultural” and “intercultural”, and to consider 
the place of “language” in the general debate on “multiculturalism” and “intercul-
turalism” and in the Council of Europe’s White Paper on intercultural dialogue 
– “Living together as equals in dignity” in particular, with a view to considering 
the implications for policy making on language and language education.

The chapter will begin with the treatment of language issues in the White Paper, 
where the question of multiculturalism and interculturalism is raised, and then turn 
to the work of the Council of Europe on language and language education as it has 
developed over several decades, before returning to discuss if and how there is any 
significant distinction between interculturalism and multiculturalism with respect 
to language and language education.

Languages in the White Paper on intercultural dialogue
On its website the Council of Europe states that the White Paper on intercultural 
dialogue – “Living together as equals in dignity” (Council of Europe 2008) aims at 
“the promotion of intercultural dialogue within Europe and between Europe and its 



134

Interculturalism and multiculturalism: similarities and differences

135

Interculturalism, multiculturalism and language issues and policies 

neighbouring regions”. The White Paper is a document issued for “policy  makers 
and practitioners at national, regional and local levels” that contains guidelines “for 
the promotion of intercultural dialogue”.

The White Paper sets out the Council of Europe’s views on interculturalism and 
multiculturalism and emphasises that human interaction and dialogue rest on the 
possibility of understanding one’s interlocutor(s). A sine qua non requirement for 
the existence of dialogue is that the people who interact share a common language, 
and one might expect that language would figure prominently in the text. Yet, on 
close examination, language seems to be on the periphery of the concept of dialogue.

The number of occurrences of the word “language” is relatively low, with approxi-
mately 25 appearances in the whole document; “culture” appears more than 40 times. 
The majority (16) of the language references are to minority languages. Together 
with identity, ethnicity, culture or religion, language appears as one of the defining 
features of minority groups (groups smaller in numbers than the rest of the popu-
lation) (p. 12) and as a distinguishing characteristic of groups in general (p. 21).

Other references underline the difficulty when communicating in several languages 
(p. 21). Language is seen as a “barrier to conducting intercultural conversations” 
(p. 29).

Quoting the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (1993), the White 
Paper echoes the need for protection of lesser-spoken languages to prevent them 
from becoming extinct, and highlights the value of multilingualism. However, the 
languages spoken by minorities, even though valued tools of communication, do not 
seem to suffice to allow them to act as full citizens. The official language(s) need(s) 
to be learned as well. In this context, language learning is said to help “learners 
to avoid stereotyping individuals, to develop curiosity and openness to otherness 
and to discover other cultures. Language learning helps them to see that interac-
tion with individuals having different social identities and cultures is an enriching 
experience” (p. 29). Thus, the term “multilingualism” is restricted to speakers of 
minority languages – perhaps because it was related to them in the charter – who 
are implicitly said to need the official language(s) to function in society and to 
avoid stereotyping individuals. This seems to be a biased view as no similar argu-
ment is made for speakers of the official language(s) who are not included in this 
description of the process and the postulated gain of language or intercultural skills.

The “intercultural dimension” is deemed to be present across the curriculum in 
formal education, “language education” – probably referring to all languages or 
perhaps just to the second or the foreign languages – being one of them (p. 30). In 
the White Paper statement of future actions there is reference to “language policies 
for intercultural dialogue” (p. 45) and the promise to provide assistance to authori-
ties in reviewing their “policies for all languages in education”. This establishes a 
link between language and intercultural dialogue, albeit lacking in specificity, and 
a promise to develop “consultative guidelines and tools for describing common 
European standards of language competence”, a statement which presumably refers 

to languages other than foreign languages since The Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages (2001) already provides descriptions of standards for 
foreign languages.

To summarise, the only reference to language, culture and enrichment (p. 29) is in the 
context of minority individuals learning official languages. There is just one implied 
reference to foreign language (p. 48) in the context of training. Multilingualism 
is uniquely mentioned on p. 29, but again exclusively in the context of minority 
languages. The White Paper has remarkably little on language competence as a 
basis for dialogue (except to say that language can be a hindrance or a barrier) in 
spite of the fact that in the concept of dialogue language cannot be dealt with as if 
it were unproblematic.

In other words, over 50 years’ work on language education in the Council of Europe 
is passed over in silence. There is one reference to migrant languages on p. 12 which 
is not substantial and yet the work on language learning for migrants was the begin-
ning of the focus on languages and is now a substantial part of the current work 
of the Language Policy Unit within the Education Department. This is in contrast 
to the emphasis in the White Paper on minority and regional languages, and the 
protection of them. The Council of Europe has made declarations of various types 
on minority and regional languages but not on migrant languages. This might be all 
the more reason to pay attention to migrant languages in the White Paper.

To conclude, there are no indications of an understanding of the “language culture 
nexus” as Risager (2006) calls it and its significance in overcoming the “barriers” 
the White Paper envisages. No mention is made either of the relationship between 
language and identity for individuals – neither for minorities, nor majorities, nor 
migrants – which is again an indication of a poor understanding of language. On 
the other hand, it is recognised that minority groups can sometimes identify as 
language minorities, i.e. it is their distinguishing feature.

The Council of Europe’s work on languages
The Council of Europe has endeavoured to bring language issues to the fore by 
formulating language recommendations and encouraging their practical implementa-
tion. Recommendations specifically for language education issued by the Council of 
Europe, and seminal works such as The Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages (2001) have influenced member states, which have progressively 
incorporated Council of Europe recommendations into their educational legislation, 
training programmes and educational system, and have also had worldwide impact 
(Byram and Parmenter 2012).

The Council of Europe has also taken action to create tools, projects and institu-
tions that facilitate the implementation of recommendations. The European Centre 
for Modern Languages was set up with a view to promoting language education in 
Europe. One of the most salient activities of the centre is the organisation of interna-
tional programmes and projects on language education. Council of Europe tools such 
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as the European language portfolio (Council of Europe 2011), the Autobiography of 
intercultural encounters (Council of Europe 2009) and the Autobiography of inter-
cultural encounters through visual media (Council of Europe 2013) have likewise 
been designed to explore language and cultural learning from a practical perspective.

For more than half a century the Council of Europe has been committed to lan-
guage policy and education in fields such as minority languages, foreign or second 
languages and migrant languages.

Regional and minority languages

Europe’s linguistic diversity constitutes one of its signs of identity. The European 
Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (1993), which aims at explicitly pro-
moting regional and minority languages, regards languages as Europe’s cultural 
wealth and declares that some regional or minority languages may be under the 
threat of extinction. Regional or minority languages need to be protected and “inter-
culturalism and multilingualism” are deemed to be vital in this process. Defined as 
“different from the official language(s) of the State”, regional or minority languages 
are characterised by being the languages of “nationals of that State who form a group 
numerically smaller than the rest of the State’s population” (1993: 2).

The charter stresses the need to articulate the use of these languages in writing and 
in speech, in private and in public life and at all levels of education. Article 8 on 
Education stipulates that regional or minority languages have to be made avail-
able, as an integral part of the curriculum, in pre-school, primary and secondary 
education, technical and vocational education, university and other higher educa-
tion, adult and continuing education, and teacher training. Emphasis is laid on the 
relevance of teaching not only the language but also the history and culture of the 
people who speak these languages. In this sense, the charter has become a landmark 
because it recognises the importance of lesser-spoken languages and the cultures 
they represent. Governments are urged to adhere to the charter and implement it. 
States send a periodical report on implementation to the Council of Europe and 
monitoring groups evaluate implementation every 3-4 years.

The terms “interculturalism” and “multilingualism” appear once, in the preamble 
to the charter, as the main way of protecting regional and minority languages. It is 
noteworthy that the term “interculturalism” is used at a time when “multicultur-
alism” was more prevalent in discourse about European societies. Nevertheless, 
interculturalism and multiculturalism are otherwise absent from the body of the 
text, are not defined, and their relationship with regional and minority languages is 
never made explicit. This vague reference to interculturalism and multiculturalism 
is a flaw in the charter given that it shows a partial understanding of language and 
culture pluralism in connection to regional and minority languages.

Foreign and second languages

The Council of Europe’s work on “modern languages”, the term used to encompass 
second and foreign languages, has led to two major outcomes.

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001) (CEFR) 
provides descriptors of levels of proficiency in many languages, including minority 
languages. It is accompanied by a practical tool, the European language portfolio 
which helps the user record their language profile and language-learning experience.

The CEFR centres on communicative language competences as “those which 
empower a person to act using specifically linguistic means” (ibid.: 9), and presents 
this communicative competence within the framework of the general competences 
which individuals possess (ibid.: 11-13). In this paradigm people are able to dis-
play four main general competences: a) knowledge (or savoir) of the world and 
sociocultural knowledge; b) skills and know-how (savoir-faire), or practical and 
intercultural skills or abilities at social, professional or leisure levels; c) existential 
competence or attitudes, values or beliefs (savoir-être); d) ability to learn (savoir 
apprendre), including study skills and language and communication awareness.

Communicative language competence (ibid.: 108-30) appears, in this wider frame-
work, as a whole with three major sub-competences: linguistic competence, includ-
ing lexical, grammatical, semantic, phonological, orthographic and orthoepic 
competence, that is to say, all the elements that allow individuals to form meaning-
ful, grammatically and phonologically understandable utterances; sociolinguistic 
competence, which comprehends all the constituents that make for the production 
of speakers’ utterances appropriate to a specific social situation (linguistic markers 
of social relations, politeness conventions, expressions of folk wisdom, register, 
dialect and accent); and pragmatic competence, the coherent construction of chunks 
of language longer than the sentence, and which includes discourse and functional 
competence.

The CEFR specifies that having communicative language competence goes beyond 
linguistic competence at sentence and discourse level and the production of utter-
ances appropriate to a specific communication act. In order to communicate, 
individuals also need to put into practice their general skills or know-how, which 
interweave with their general knowledge, are shaped by individuals’ own way of 
being, values and experiences, and are dynamic, since people’s ability to learn make 
it possible to constantly acquire new knowledge.

On the basis of this comprehensive conception of communicative language com-
petence, the CEFR proposes a common scale of reference levels expressed as 
“can-do” statements: basic user – A1, A2; independent user – B1, B2; proficient 
user – C1, C2. These levels are used with reference to the individual’s communica-
tive language competence in five communicative skills: listening, reading, spoken 
interaction, spoken production, writing at a particular moment. Communicative 
language competence is, therefore, seen as a dynamic and ever-changing process.
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Plurilingual and intercultural education (PIE)

The work on “modern languages” has been complemented from approximately 
2000 by attention to language education more generally. This includes the teach-
ing and learning of “language(s) of schooling”, i.e. the language(s) which are usu-
ally national and/or official languages of a state, which are taught as subjects in 
themselves – usually associated with the teaching of literature – and which are the 
vehicles of learning throughout the curriculum. It also includes “regional, minor-
ity and migration languages”, i.e. those that are referred to in the charter plus the 
languages of recent migration throughout Europe.

The work here is aimed at ensuring that all language education is envisaged in a 
coherent and holistic way, that all languages are taken into account in education – 
irrespective of whether they are formally taught – and that language education is 
understood as related to the values of the Council of Europe: human rights, democ-
racy and the rule of law. Languages are not treated merely as a matter of proficiency 
in skills. Education for plurilingualism shall ensure that learners’ languages develop 
to their full potential as a matter of right and as a necessary basis for participation 
in democratic society.

Furthermore, language competence is seen as indivisible from intercultural com-
petence, i.e. the ability to interact with people of other languages and cultures, 
to be active and successful in intercultural dialogue. Intercultural competence is 
distinguished from pluriculturalism, which refers to questions of identification, of 
how individuals may identify with two or more languages and the groups which 
use these languages and are in turn identified with them. These may be the minor-
ity groups referred to in the charter and in the White Paper but also include other 
national or regional groups.

Work on PIE is located on the “Platform of resources and references for plurilingual 
and intercultural education”.35

Key concepts
As indicated in our introduction, there are key concepts within work on language 
education at the Council of Europe – and beyond, although we shall focus here above 
all on the Council of Europe definitions – which appear to have some parallelism 
with the terms “interculturalism” and “multiculturalism”. It is important to clarify 
these concepts before we can relate them to “interculturalism” and “multicultural-
ism” as treated in earlier chapters in this volume.

Languages are not isolated entities. They interact among themselves in different 
ways. The CEFR employs two terms to refer to language plurality: multilingualism 
and plurilingualism. Multilingualism is, by far, the concept with the lower number 
of occurrences: five in the whole document – the term is used generically twice to 

35. Available at www.coe.int/lang, accessed 9 January 2013.

refer to “multilingual and multicultural Europe” – and three times in the appendices 
– where the “can-do” statements are reported to be multilingual, i.e., translated into 
different languages. Multilingualism is defined as:

The knowledge of a number of languages, or the co-existence of different languages 
in a given society. Multilingualism may be attained by simply diversifying the lan-
guages on offer in a particular school or educational system, or by encouraging pupils 
to learn more than one foreign language, or reducing the dominant position of English 
in international communication. (Council of Europe 2001: 4)

The concept of multilingualism is not clearly conceptualised in the CEFR even 
though it is apparent that it contrasts with monolingualism. Multilingualism is said 
to be fostered in formal education by diversifying the languages on offer, and by urg-
ing individuals to learn foreign languages other than English. Nevertheless, it is not 
evident whether it is a social (“coexistence of different languages in a given society”) 
or an individual phenomenon (“the knowledge of a number of languages”) (ibid.).

The Guide for the development of language education policies in Europe. From 
linguistic diversity to plurilingual education (Beacco and Byram 2007) – henceforth 
“the guide” – makes clear that multilingualism constitutes a social phenomenon 
which accounts for the co-existence of different languages in the same geographi-
cal area. A further key element in this conception is that the presence of several 
languages in the same territory does not ensure that its inhabitants are familiar 
with them:

Multilingualism refers here exclusively to the presence of several languages in a given 
space, independently of those who use them: for example, the fact that two languages 
are present in the same geographical area does not indicate whether inhabitants know 
both languages, or only one. (Beacco and Byram 2007: 20)

Multilingualism can occur at national level in officially recognised multilingual 
states (for example, Switzerland). In this case, explicit language policies are required 
on how languages may coexist as official languages. Multilingualism can also 
emerge with an increase in the offer of languages of the educational system. 
However, neither of these alternatives guarantees that citizens will develop their 
language skills in these languages: “the fact that a state is officially multilingual 
does not automatically guarantee that citizens will have a plurality of language 
skills; similarly, an increase in the supply of languages in education systems does 
not necessarily mean that everyone learns more languages” (ibid.: 39)

A third scenario is formed by multilingual societies where regional and minority 
languages, some of which may be threatened varieties, are not officially acknow-
ledged and which may have little “space in society and education” (ibid.: 40). A 
fourth instance is multilingual family environments, where children are exposed to 
one or several languages other than the official variety/ies. Finally, multilingualism 
is more likely to appear in major cities where migration and other forms of eco-
nomic and cultural activities facilitate contact among people of different linguistic 
and cultural origins.
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The guide explains that monolingualism, like multilingualism, refers to geographi-
cal areas. However, the existence of monolingual or homogeneous national entities 
is questioned since “all national entities” are said to be multilingual (Beacco and 
Byram, 2007: 22). In essence, multilingualism is considered as an enrichment of 
the environment, although it may lead to conflict:

It is nonetheless true that most linguistic conflicts can be traced back to lack of concord-
ance, from the point of view of cultural constituted communities or particular groups, 
between the linguistic varieties which are available to them and which they use in private 
and the place these are given in the life of the wider community, between forms of indi-
vidual plurilingualism and forms of multilingualism supported by the state. (ibid.: 61)

The counter-productive effects of multilingualism, or societal contact, are similarly 
emphasised by Coste et al. (2009), who insist on the need to surpass the mere fact 
of “placing communities side by side” if a particular territory is to benefit from 
multilingualism. In this context, plurilingualism emerges as the most comprehensive 
approach to deal with language diversity. An individual or personal phenomenon, 
plurilingualism can be defined as the language repertoire at a person’s disposal. 
The CEFR envisages plurilingualism as a natural process that occurs when this 
language repertoire expands throughout the individual’s life: “from the language 
of the home to that of society at large and then to the languages of other peoples 
(whether learnt at school or college, or by direct experience)” (Council of Europe 
2001: 4). All these language-and-culture experiences make up their plurilingual and 
pluricultural competences which are not stored in different mental compartments, 
but are part of a composite communicative language competence. Thus, for the 
CEFR, communicative language competence means plurilingual and pluricultural 
competence (ibid.: 136). This is why the promotion of plurilingualism has become 
the major goal and lies behind the guidelines of the Council of Europe:

Plurilingual and pluricultural competence refers to the ability to use languages for the 
purposes of communication and to take part in intercultural interaction, where a person, 
viewed as a social agent, has proficiency, of varying degrees, in several languages and 
experience of several cultures. This is not seen as the superposition or juxtaposition 
of distinct competences, but rather as the existence of a complex or even composite 
competence on which the user may draw. (ibid.: 168 – emphasis in original)

Plurilingualism is inextricably related to pluriculturalism and to interculturality. 
The CEFR acknowledges that plurilingual and pluricultural competence “enable 
the individual to develop an enriched, more complex personality and an enhanced 
capacity for further language learning and greater openness to new cultural experi-
ences” (ibid.: 43).

One of the defining features of plurilingual competence is the irregular or 
uneven shapes it takes: greater proficiency may be attained in one language than 
in  others; there may be a greater mastery of one language skill (for example, 
reading) than of the others; good knowledge of a language may be coupled with 
poor knowledge of a culture with which it is linked, or vice versa. And this 
leads to the second characteristic of plurilingual and pluricultural competence: 

its dynamic, transitional and ever-changing nature marked not only by educa-
tion and career, but also by language and cultural experience, travel experience, 
family history, reading and hobbies (Council of Europe 2001: 133). Partial or 
limited as it may be at a given moment, in a specific language or for certain 
skills or language components, plurilingual and pluricultural competence is seen 
as an achievement rather than as a limitation, as a resource rather than a deficit:

It is not a matter of being satisfied … with the development of a limited or compartmen-
talised mastery of a foreign language by a learner, but rather of seeing this proficiency, 
imperfect at a given moment, as forming part of a plurilingual competence which it 
enriches. (ibid.: 135)

The guide points out that language diversity has sometimes been the target of 
assimilation policies rather than policies for linguistic heterogeneity, mainly when 
regional and minority or migrant languages have been involved. Even when it comes 
to foreign language teaching, fragmentation is perceived at all stages: dichotomy 
between the mother tongue and foreign languages, distinction between modern and 
classical languages, distinctive teacher staff for all educational levels and languages, 
or even pedagogical fragmentation with different teaching methods for different 
languages. Education for plurilingualism has the potential of redressing the balance 
by providing a coherent and holistic approach to language learning. Plurilingualism 
thus constitutes “one of the preconditions for maintaining the multilingualism of 
communities” (Beacco and Byram 2007: 40) and becomes one of the goals of 
foreign language learning.

This is the position presented in the CEFR and the guide, but as indicated above 
in the section on “Plurilingual and intercultural education”, later documents have 
refined the discussion of pluriculturalism.

The first element of this process is to show how discourse about “culture” takes 
two forms. It can be discussed as if it were fixed and inherited, as if it were the 
essence of a group of people and in this case is most often found in discourse about 
national groups. Second, it is found in discourse about how cultures are “made” 
or “constructed”, often in conversations of people from different backgrounds 
interacting and engaging in common interests. Thus culture is talked about both as 
something established and as something constantly (re)-constructed and dynamic 
(Byram et al. 2009: 8).

Given this conceptualisation of culture, pluriculturalism can be defined as “identify-
ing with at least some of the values, beliefs and/or practices of two or more cultures, 
as well as acquiring the competences which are necessary for actively participating 
in those cultures” (ibid.: 6). Pluricultural individuals can function as social actors 
within two or more cultures, whether established or dynamic.

Pluriculturalism is then distinguished from “interculturality” which refers to “the 
capacity to experience and analyse cultural otherness, and to use this experience 
to reflect on matters that are usually taken for granted within one’s own culture 
and environment” (ibid.: 6). Interculturality is therefore comparable with pluri-
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lingualism in that it is envisaged and defined as a matter of competence, rather than 
identification. Interculturally competent people can act as mediators among people 
of different cultures, to explain and interpret different perspectives. Interculturality 
does not involve identifying with another cultural group or adopting the cultural 
practices of the other group.36

Language in “interculturalism” and “multiculturalism”

The White Paper’s conceptual framework (p. 17, section 3) begins with defining 
“The notion of intercultural dialogue” and continues with “Identity-building in 
a multicultural environment” (p. 18). It is noticeable that “culture” and “cultural 
affiliation” are much in evidence whereas, as mentioned above, “language” is not. 
“Identity-building”, despite references elsewhere in the document to language 
as an indicator of minority groups and their identities, is not linked to language 
when the individual is being discussed, notwithstanding the widely attested role of 
language in identity building (for example, Block 2007; Edwards 1985; Le Page 
and Tabouret-Keller 1985). The concept of identity, used in the singular and refer-
ring to personal identity, is complemented by the concept of “cultural affiliation”, 
which refers to identifying with groups. Where groups speak different languages or 
different varieties of language – and this is the usual case – identification involves 
linguistic competence as sine qua non, but this is not recognised in the White Paper.

Further analysis of the implicit theory of identity in section 3.2 of the White Paper 
would be interesting but take us too far from our purpose. What is important here is 
the assertion that “intercultural dialogue is therefore important in managing multi-
ple cultural affiliations in a multicultural environment”. At this point it is not clear 
whether the reference is to multiple affiliations of one person i.e. their identifying 
with multiple groups, or the presence of people of different affiliations in one envi-
ronment. In either case, the notion of intercultural dialogue needs further analysis.

It is in the previous section (3.1) that this notion is presented. It is defined as 
“exchange of views”, developing “a deeper understanding of diverse world views 
and practices to increase cooperation and participation”. The precondition is said 
to be the “ability to express oneself” and to “listen to the views of others”. Despite 
words such as “express” and “listen”, there is no reference to communicative 
language competence, and this absence is also noticeable in the assertion that 
intercultural dialogue is “a powerful instrument of mediation ... across cultural 
fault-lines”.37 It is evident then that “interculturalism” as presented in the White 
Paper cannot be properly conceptualised without reference to plurilingual and 
intercultural competence.

36. For a further development of reflections on interculturality, see Barrett, Byram, Lázár, Mompoint-
Gaillard and Philippou (2013).
37. This despite the fact that the CEFR has a specific albeit limited discussion of the concept of 
 “mediation”.

In contrast, the White Paper presentation of “multiculturalism” argues that it “fos-
tered communal segregation and mutual incomprehension” (p. 20, section 3.3). 
The implied position here is that, even if plurilingual and intercultural competence 
existed, “multiculturalism” provided no opportunity for individuals to communicate 
across cultural fault-lines, or identify with more than one social group and their 
language. However, there is no apparent concern with language in the analysis of 
multiculturalism, any more than in that of interculturalism.

Turning now to the more general debate about interculturalism and multiculturalism, 
we can examine what account is taken of plurilingual and intercultural competence 
there. For the sake of brevity, we shall take the debate in the Journal of Intercultural 
Studies (2012, Volume 33, Issue 2) as representative.

In general, the absence of awareness of language (or plurilingual) competence in 
this collection is similar to that in the White Paper. Wieviorka (2012) is the only 
contributor who is concerned with language but mainly with respect to the very 
important but not exhaustive matter of the “linguistic hegemony” of English in the 
debate. He later raises the question of “organising communication between cultures” 
or, which seems to us more relevant, “between individuals and groups belonging to 
different cultures” and suggests the need for “third-party acts as an intermediary” 
(p. 230). There is however no indication of awareness of the need for plurilingual 
and intercultural competence here either.

Others, notably Meer and Modood (2012), refer to dialogue and communication 
but do so in the context of arguing that multiculturalism involves communication 
and that this does not form a distinguishing characteristic of interculturalism. In this 
they differ from the position of the White Paper. Yet here too there is an assumption 
that communication is unproblematic with respect to the competences required of 
individuals.

In neither the White Paper nor other discussions of multiculturalism and intercultur-
alism is there an adequate knowledge of the role of language in society and of the 
significance of plurilingualism and intercultural competence, and it is therefore not 
surprising that policy recommendations are weak with respect to language matters.

Implications for policy and practice
The recommendations of the White Paper include “learning and teaching intercul-
tural competences” (p. 44, section 5.3). Two locations are postulated as relevant: 
citizenship and human-rights education, and the learning and teaching of history. 
It is also stated that an appreciation of “world religions and non-religious convic-
tions” is important, as are music, art and dance. There are also references to lan-
guage education and suddenly to “plurilingual competence”: “All students should 
be given the opportunity to develop their plurilingual competence”. It is stated 
that the Council of Europe will “provide assistance and recommendations to the 
competent authorities in reviewing their education policies for all languages in the 
education system” (Council of Europe 2008: 46). Furthermore it will “produce 
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consultative guidelines and tools for describing common European standards of 
language competence” (ibid.) and this by implication also refers to all languages. 
The significance of language is present in this recommendation in a way which is 
absent in the rest of the text.

There is also a promise to produce, for formal education, “a framework of refer-
ence describing competences for intercultural communication and intercultural 
literacy” (ibid.), the latter phrase, like “plurilingual competence”, appearing for 
the first and only time.

It will be evident from our analysis above that any such framework needs to take 
plurilingual and intercultural competence seriously, as a major component of 
intercultural competence for intercultural/multicultural dialogue. Elements of this 
are already present in the CEFR and in the “Platform of resources and reference 
for plurilingual and intercultural education”, and it is to be hoped that, unlike the 
White Paper, future developments do not ignore existing and past work on language 
matters.

Suggestions for further reading

Council of Europe (2001). The Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages, Council of Europe Publishing, Strasbourg.

This is a seminal document that sets the bases for language teaching and the devel-
opment of language competences. It is widely known for the descriptors of the 
common reference levels, now adopted in language-learning certifications, materials 
and institutions across Europe and in many non-European countries. The framework 
includes a detailed description of the notion of language competences, the process 
of language learning and teaching, and language assessment.

Council of Europe (1993). European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages 
and explanatory report, Council of Europe Publishing, Strasbourg.

The charter brings regional or minority languages to the foreground, acknowledg-
ing their role and relevance in Europe and underlining the need for protecting them 
in private and public life. Regional or minority languages are linked to education, 
judicial authorities, administrative authorities and public services, the media and 
cultural activities and facilities, economic and social life and transfrontier exchanges.

Council of Europe (2007). Guide for the Development of Language Education 
Policies in Europe: from linguistic diversity to plurilingual education (version 1, 
2003), Council of Europe Publishing, Strasbourg.

This document is conceived as a response to the need to articulate language edu-
cation policies to encompass language education for Europe’s linguistic plurality. 
Multilingualism as a social phenomenon is contemplated against the backdrop of 
the European citizen’s development of plurilingual competences.
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8 –  Intercultural competence: a distinctive hallmark 
of interculturalism?38

Martyn Barrett

This chapter discusses the nature of intercultural competence. It also discusses the 
issue of whether an emphasis on intercultural competence and intercultural educa-
tion is a distinctive hallmark of interculturalism, and whether this emphasis is one 
of the hallmarks that serve to differentiate interculturalism from multiculturalism.

Recent treatments of interculturalism have certainly placed considerable emphasis 
on the concept of intercultural competence. For example, in building its case for 
interculturalism, the Council of Europe’s White Paper on intercultural dialogue 
– “Living together as equals in dignity” (2008) argues that intercultural dialogue 
offers the best approach for managing issues of cultural diversity within contem-
porary societies. The White Paper defines intercultural dialogue as the open and 
respectful exchange of views between individuals and groups from different ethnic, 
religious, linguistic and national backgrounds on the basis of mutual understand-
ing and respect, and it argues that such dialogue is crucial for promoting toler-
ance, mutual respect and understanding, preventing conflicts, and achieving social 
cohesion (sections 2.1 and 3.1). However, the White Paper also observes that the 
competence that is required for participating in intercultural dialogue is not acquired 
automatically by individuals. This competence instead needs to be learned, practised 
and maintained throughout life (section 4.3), and education professionals, public 
authorities, civil society organisations, religious communities, the media and all 
other providers of education therefore have a crucial role to play in equipping 
citizens with intercultural competence (section 4.3).

Similarly, in his book Interculturalism, Cantle (2012) argues that, in today’s cul-
turally diverse societies, it is vital that citizens acquire cultural navigational skills 
and intercultural competence (pp. 206-11) so that citizens are able to explore other 
identities, understand other cultures, and appreciate other nations, ethnic groups and 
faiths (p. 207). He also proposes that citizens should be encouraged to learn about 
others within their local, national and international communities, with schools, col-
leges, workplaces and community organisations having a responsibility to provide 
opportunities for citizens to acquire a better understanding of people with other 
identities and affiliations (p. 211).

38. This chapter draws upon three previous commentaries on intercultural competence, namely those pre-
sented in Barrett (2012a), Barrett (2012b) and Barrett, Byram, Lázár, Mompoint-Gaillard and Philippou 
(2013). I would like to express my gratitude to Mike Byram, Ildikó Lázár, Pascale Mompoint-Gaillard, 
Stravroula Philippou, Josef Huber and Christopher Reynolds for the stimulation and exploration of ideas 
that occurred during the writing of the third of these papers. I would also like to thank Mike Byram for 
his very helpful feedback on the first draft of this chapter. 



148

Interculturalism and multiculturalism: similarities and differences

149

Intercultural competence: a distinctive hallmark of interculturalism?

What is intercultural competence?
However, neither the White Paper nor Cantle provides a detailed explanation of 
what intercultural competence actually is. To understand what is meant by this 
term, it is instead necessary to turn to the social science research literature, where 
considerable attention has been given to this concept over the past 20 years in 
disciplines such as management, business studies, health care, counselling, social 
work, education and psychology. Indeed, there has been a proliferation of different 
models of intercultural competence in all of these various disciplines.

These models have been reviewed by Spitzberg and Changnon (2009), who classify 
them into five types:
– Compositional models, which identify the various components of intercultural 

competence but do not specify the relations between them – these models 
therefore contain lists of the relevant attitudes, knowledge, skills and behav-
iours which together make up intercultural competence;

– Co-orientational models, which focus on how communication takes place 
within intercultural interactions, and how perceptions, meanings and intercul-
tural understandings are constructed during the course of these interactions;

– Developmental models, which describe the stages of development through 
which intercultural competence is acquired;

– Adaptational models, which focus on how individuals adjust and adapt their 
attitudes, understandings and behaviours during encounters with people from 
other cultural backgrounds;

– Causal path models, which postulate specific causal relationships between the 
different components of intercultural competence.

Examples of these five types of models are provided by INCA (2004) (a compo-
sitional model), Kupka et al. (2007) (a co-orientational model), Bennett (1993) 
(a developmental model), Kim (1988) (an adaptational model), and Griffith and 
Harvey (2000) (a causal path model).

Spitzberg and Changnon draw attention to two main problems concerning these 
various models. First, they note that many of the terms that are used to describe 
intercultural competence in all five types of models (for example, adaptability, 
sensitivity, etc.) have not yet been properly operationalised or validated in empiri-
cal research. Second, they note that many of these models are likely to have an 
ethnocentric bias, as most of them have been developed within western European 
and North American societies and for this reason probably lack cross-cultural 
 generalisability. Certainly, most of the models reviewed by Spitzberg and Changnon 
are underdetermined by the available evidence – they contain many speculative 
elements, and are typically tested in very restricted situations with limited numbers 
of participants drawn from a small range of countries (and sometimes from only a 
single country). Compositional models make the fewest assumptions concerning 
the nature of intercultural competence, because they only aim to identify the atti-

tudes, knowledge, skills and behaviours which make up intercultural competence, 
without speculating about the interconnections, casual pathways or developmental 
relationships between these various components.

Despite the large number of models available in the research literature, there is a 
substantial consensus among researchers and intercultural professionals concerning 
the main components of intercultural competence. This conclusion emerged from a 
study by Deardorff (2006). This study used a survey to collect data from scholars 
of intercultural competence and from university international administrators. The 
survey revealed that 80% or more of the respondents agreed on 22 of the core 
components of intercultural competence.

Deardorff also found that the definition of the term “intercultural competence” that 
was endorsed the most strongly by researchers (although not by the administrators) 
was: “The ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural 
situations based on one’s intercultural knowledge, skills and attitudes”. This is 
a somewhat problematic definition for a number of reasons. First, the existing 
research suggests that the components of intercultural competence include not 
only knowledge, skills and attitudes but also values and a range of other cognitive, 
affective and behavioural components. Second, this definition focuses exclusively 
on intercultural communicative competence. However, intercultural competence 
is not only exercised in situations involving communication with people who have 
different cultural affiliations from one’s own. It can also be exercised when making 
judgements about such people, when viewing images of such people, when reading 
accounts about such people, etc. Third, this definition does not make it clear what 
is meant by the term “competence”. This term can be used in a variety of ways, 
including its casual everyday use as a synonym for “ability”, its more technical 
use in vocational education and training, and its use to denote the ability to meet 
complex demands in a particular context (Fleming 2009). It is unclear from this 
definition which, if any, of these meanings is intended. Fourth, this definition also 
fails to provide an explanation of what the term “intercultural” means. For these 
various reasons, this definition fails to unpack the meaning of “intercultural com-
petence” sufficiently clearly.

The meaning of the term “culture”
In order to understand the meaning of the term “intercultural”, it is necessary first 
to understand what the term “culture” means. “Culture” is a difficult term to define, 
not least because cultures display considerable internal heterogeneity, the meanings 
associated with cultures are often contested, and cultures are constantly evolving 
and changing. That said, distinctions may be drawn between the material, social and 
subjective aspects of culture (Chiu and Hong 2006). Material culture consists of the 
physical artefacts which are used by the members of a human group (for example, 
food, clothing, housing, goods, tools, artistic products); social culture consists of 
the shared institutions of the group (for example, the language, religion, laws, rules 
of social conduct, family structure, labour patterns, folklore, cultural icons); and 
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subjective culture consists of the shared knowledge, beliefs, collective memories, 
identities, attitudes, values and practices which group members use as a common 
frame of reference for thinking about, making sense of and relating to the world. 
Culture itself is a composite formed from all three aspects, consisting of a network 
of material, social and subjective resources. This total set of cultural resources is 
distributed across the entire social group, with each individual member of the group 
appropriating and using only a subset of the total set of cultural resources that are 
potentially available to them.

Defining “culture” in this way means that social groups of any size can have their 
own distinctive cultures. This includes nations, ethnic groups, faith groups, cities, 
neighbourhoods, work organisations (for example, universities), occupational 
groups (for example, politicians), gender groups, sexual orientation groups (for 
example, gay men), disability groups (for example, hearing-impaired people), 
generational groups (for example, youth), families, etc. For this reason, every 
individual belongs simultaneously to many different groups and participates in 
multiple cultures, some of which may fit together well and be readily compatible, 
but some of which may not.

Which particular culture predominates in a person’s thinking and behaviour is often 
context-dependent. For example, within the family home, family culture is likely to 
predominate; within the workplace, organisational or occupational culture is likely 
to predominate; when relaxing with members of one’s peer group, peer-group cul-
ture is likely to predominate. People’s multiple cultural affiliations can also interact 
and intersect with each other (so that, for example, being a young Muslim female 
might be the most important cultural affiliation for an individual rather than being 
a youth, a Muslim or a female). As a result, individuals may inhabit highly specific 
cultural positionings.

It is important not to underestimate the variability that exists within cultural groups. 
All cultural groups are internally complex collectivities in which the material, social 
and subjective resources that are perceived to be associated with membership of 
the group are contested by different individuals and subgroups within it. In addi-
tion, even the boundaries of the group itself, and who is perceived to be within or 
outside the group, may be contested by different group members, with the result 
that cultural boundaries are often blurred.

This internal variability of cultures is, in part, a consequence of the fact that all peo-
ple belong to multiple cultures but participate in different constellations of cultures, 
and therefore the ways in which they relate to one of their cultures may well depend 
on the points of view which are yielded by the other cultures in which they also 
participate. Also, the meanings and feelings which people attach to the particular 
cultures in which they participate are usually personalised as a consequence of their 
own life histories, personal experiences and individual personalities. Adding further 
to this internal differentiation and variability within cultures, different perspectives 
on the same cultural affiliation may be deployed by a person in different contexts 

according to their own needs or goals within those contexts (for example, present-
ing it as internally unified and homogeneous on one occasion, but presenting it as 
internally variable and heterogeneous on another) (Baumann 1996).

Because cultural participation and cultural practices are context-dependent and 
variable, cultures provide fluid sets of resources from which individuals actively 
construct and negotiate their own meanings and interpretations of the world across 
the various contexts which they encounter in their everyday lives. If, in this process, 
an individual develops new meanings, interpretations or practices that are suffi-
ciently attractive to others, the total pool of cultural resources may be expanded 
and the culture itself subtly changed.

All cultures are dynamic and constantly change over time not only as a result 
of internal contestation and the generation of new meanings, interpretations and 
practices by those who are affiliated to the culture, but also as a result of histori-
cal, political, economic and technological developments and events. Cultures also 
change as a result of interaction with other cultures. No culture is insulated from 
influence by other cultures – all cultures assimilate elements from other cultures, 
with their material, social or subjective resources being extended, adapted and 
adjusted accordingly. Indeed, this kind of cultural mixing and hybridisation has 
taken place throughout human history (Nederveen Pieterse 2004).

In short, all people participate in multiple cultures; the way that people participate 
in their various cultures is context-dependent and fluid; people’s multiple cultural 
affiliations intersect and interact with each other; cultural affiliations are personal-
ised; all cultures are internally variable, diverse and heterogeneous; and all cultures 
are dynamic and constantly evolving.

The concept of “intercultural” revisited

To return to the concept of “intercultural”, the underlying complexity of this term 
can perhaps now be appreciated. If we all participate in multiple cultures, but we 
each participate in a unique constellation of cultures which are constantly changing 
and which we also personalise to fit our own life circumstances and experiences, 
then every interpersonal situation is potentially an intercultural situation.

However, the characteristic that differentiates an intercultural situation from an 
interpersonal situation is that the individual perceives the other person as being 
culturally different from themselves. Social-psychological research has revealed 
that there are several factors that prompt individuals to shift their frame of refer-
ence from the interpersonal to the intercultural (Oakes, Haslam and Turner 1994; 
Ellemers 2012). This shift typically takes place when one or more of the following 
circumstances apply:

– If there are perceptually salient cultural signs, emblems or practices present 
which serve to elicit the cultural category in the mind of the individual;
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– If cultural categories are frequently used by the individual to think about other 
people, so that these categories are primed and are readily accessed by that 
individual when he or she interacts with, or perceives, other people;

– If cultural categories help the individual to make sense of the pattern of simi-
larities and differences between the people who are present within a situation;

– If cultural categories help the individual to make sense of why another person 
is behaving in the way that they are;

– If the individual’s own cultural affiliations are experienced as being disadvan-
taged, devalued, discriminated against or threatened in some other way by the 
cultural group to which the other person is perceived as belonging.

When other people are perceived as members of another culture rather than as indi-
viduals, the research findings suggest that the self is also categorised as a cultural 
group member rather than in purely individual terms, and intergroup comparisons 
are then made. These comparisons, which are often automatic and implicit rather 
than conscious and explicit, commonly involve comparing one’s own and the 
other person’s cultural groups in terms of their levels of friendliness, competence, 
honesty and trustworthiness, and making judgements about these qualities through 
the deployment of cultural stereotypes.

The crucial point here is that, in intercultural situations, one does not respond to the 
other person on the basis of their own individual characteristics, but on the basis of 
their affiliation to another culture or set of cultures. Intercultural situations, when 
identified in this way, can involve people from different countries, people from 
different regional, linguistic, ethnic or faith backgrounds, or people who differ 
from each other because of their lifestyle, gender, social class, occupation, sexual 
orientation, and so on.

When an interpersonal situation becomes an intercultural situation, because cultural 
differences have been perceived and made salient either by the situation or by the 
individual’s own psychological orientation or cultural positioning, these are the 
conditions under which intercultural competence becomes relevant.

Hence, a definition of intercultural competence which is consistent with the preced-
ing considerations, and which builds on the definition that Deardorff (2006) found 
to be strongly endorsed by researchers, is as follows.

Intercultural competence is the set of values, attitudes, knowledge, understanding, 
skills and behaviours which are needed for:

– understanding and respecting people who are perceived to be culturally dif-
ferent from oneself;

– interacting and communicating effectively and appropriately with such people; 
and

– establishing positive and constructive relationships with such people

(where “respect” means that one has regard for, appreciates and values the other; 
“effectively” means that one is able to achieve one’s objectives, at least in part, in 
these interactions; and “appropriately” means that the interactions do not violate 
the cultural rules and norms which are valued by the participants in the interaction).

The term “competence” here is intended to denote not merely an ability or skill 
which is applied in a particular context. Instead, it denotes the capacity to respond 
successfully to a type of situation which presents tasks, difficulties or challenges 
for the individual, where the response requires the application of a complex set of 
values, attitudes, knowledge, understanding, skills and behaviours. Intercultural 
situations are one such type of situation. Intercultural competence is therefore the 
complex set of psychological and behavioural characteristics and functions required 
to deal with the tasks, difficulties or challenges presented by intercultural situations 
when these occur.

The core components of intercultural competence

On the basis of this definition, and drawing on the extensive body of research that 
has been conducted in this field over the past 20 years and the numerous conceptual 
models that have been proposed, it is possible to argue that all of the following are 
core components of intercultural competence. These components are broken down 
here into values, attitudes, knowledge and understanding, skills and behaviours.

The values involved include:

– valuing cultural variability and diversity;

– valuing pluralism of perspectives and practices.

The following attitudes are also involved:

– respecting people who have different cultural affiliations from one’s own;

– being open to, curious about and willing to learn about and from people who 
have different cultural orientations and perspectives from one’s own;

– being willing to seek out opportunities to engage and co-operate with individu-
als who have different cultural orientations and perspectives from one’s own;

– being willing to question what is usually taken for granted as “normal” accord-
ing to one’s previously acquired knowledge and experience;

– being willing to tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty.

The knowledge and understanding that contribute to intercultural competence 
include:

– understanding the internal diversity and heterogeneity of all cultural groups;

– understanding the impact of situational, social and historical contexts on 
 people’s cultural behaviour;
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– understanding the impact of language and culture on people’s experience and 
perceptions, including the impact of one’s own language and cultural affilia-
tions on one’s own experience and perceptions;

– awareness and understanding of one’s own and other people’s assumptions, 
preconceptions, stereotypes, explicit and implicit prejudices, and overt and 
covert discrimination;

– communicative awareness, including awareness of the fact that people with 
different cultural affiliations may follow different verbal and non-verbal com-
municative conventions which are meaningful from their perspective, and 
awareness of the fact that other peoples’ languages may express shared ideas 
in a unique way or express unique ideas difficult to access through one’s own 
language(s);

– knowledge of the specific beliefs, values, practices, discourses and products 
that may be used by people who have particular cultural orientations;

– understanding of processes of individual, societal and cultural interaction.

The skills involved in intercultural competence include cognitive skills such as:
– listening to and paying attention to the behaviour of people with other cultural 

affiliations and perspectives;
– empathy – the ability to understand and respond to other people’s thoughts, 

beliefs, values and feelings;
– multiperspectivity – the ability to decentre from one’s own perspective and to 

take other people’s perspectives into consideration in addition to one’s own;
– cognitive flexibility – the ability to change and adapt one’s way of thinking 

according to the situation or context;
– skills in discovering information about other cultural affiliations and perspec-

tives;
– skills in interpreting other cultural practices, beliefs and values and relating 

them to one’s own;
– skills in critically evaluating and making judgements about cultural beliefs, 

values, practices, discourses and products, including those associated with 
one’s own cultural affiliations, and being able to explain one’s views.

Skills also include behavioural skills such as:
– skills of adjusting and adapting one’s behaviour to new cultural contexts and 

environments;
– linguistic, sociolinguistic and discourse skills, including skills in managing 

breakdowns in communication;
– plurilingual skills to meet the communicative demands of an intercultural 

situation (where “plurilingual skills” refers to a repertoire of skills in differ-
ent languages to different levels for use in situations where more than one 

language is being spoken: see Méndez García and Byram, Chapter 7 in the 
present volume);

– skills of acting as a “mediator” in intercultural exchanges, including skills in 
translating, interpreting and explaining.

While values, attitudes, knowledge, understanding and cognitive and behavioural 
skills are all necessary components of intercultural competence, possessing these 
components alone is insufficient for intercultural competence: it is also necessary 
for these components to be deployed and put into practice through behaviour. 
Research has shown that people often profess values and attitudes, and often 
acquire knowledge and skills, which they fail to put into practice. For this reason, 
in order for an individual to be credited with intercultural competence, they must 
also apply their intercultural values, attitudes, knowledge, understanding and skills 
in their behaviour.

Relevant behaviours include:
– seeking opportunities to engage with people who have different cultural ori-

entations and perspectives from one’s own;
– interacting and communicating appropriately, effectively and respectfully with 

people who have different cultural affiliations from one’s own;
– co-operating with individuals who have different cultural orientations on shared 

activities and ventures, discussing differences in views and perspectives, and 
constructing common views and perspectives;

– challenging attitudes, behaviours and representations of others (whether pre-
sented in speech, in writing or in visual media) which undermine the dignity 
of, and the respect which should be accorded to, people who have different 
cultural affiliations from oneself.

In other words, at the behavioural level, intercultural competence involves taking 
on an active participatory role in the social world. Being interculturally competent 
does not only entail analysis of and reflection about intercultural experiences and 
situations – it also entails acting on that analysis and reflection through appropriate, 
effective and respectful communication, through co-operation and participation in 
community life (whether this be at local, national or global level), through engag-
ing with others in order to achieve common goals and, where necessary, through 
taking action to defend and protect the dignity of those who have different cultural 
affiliations from oneself. For this reason, intercultural competence engenders active 
intercultural citizenship (Byram 2008).

Some further observations on intercultural competence
Several aspects of intercultural competence warrant further comment. First, even 
in cases where people’s intercultural competence is highly developed, this com-
petence is always capable of further development and enrichment because of the 
sheer diversity of cultural positionings that others may occupy. This means that it 
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is always possible to obtain novel experience of previously unencountered forms 
of cultural difference, and to expand and extend still further one’s knowledge and 
understanding of culture and one’s intercultural skills.

Second, it is important to note that intercultural competence does not involve 
abandoning one’s own cultural identifications or affiliations, nor does it require 
one to adopt the cultural practices, beliefs, discourses or values of other cultural 
affiliations. A conceptual distinction may be drawn here between pluriculturality 
and interculturality (Byram et al. 2009; see also Méndez García and Byram, Chapter 
7). Pluriculturality involves holding multiple cultural affiliations and having the lin-
guistic and behavioural competences that are necessary for actively participating in 
these cultures. Thus, we are all pluricultural in so far as we all hold multiple cultural 
affiliations and participate actively in a variety of different cultures. Sometimes, 
individuals extend their pluricultural repertoire further, perhaps by learning a new 
language and coming to identify with and internalising at least some of the values, 
beliefs and/or practices of the people who speak that language, thereby acquiring 
the competence which is necessary for actively participating in their culture. By 
contrast, interculturality involves being open to, curious about and interested in 
people who have other cultural affiliations, and having the ability to understand 
and interpret their practices, beliefs, discourses and values, while remaining located 
within one’s own existing cultural affiliations. Intercultural competence enables an 
individual to respect other people, and to interact and co-operate effectively and 
appropriately with those people, in situations where cultural “otherness” and differ-
ence is salient. It also enables people to act as “mediators” among people who have 
different cultural affiliations, and to interpret and explain different perspectives. 
However, it does not require individuals to abandon their own identifications and 
affiliations. In this sense, interculturality allows cultural diversity to flourish, as it 
enables individuals to appreciate and respect the different cultural perspectives of 
others without sacrificing their own cultural perspectives. For this reason, intercul-
turality is respectful of the existing cultural affiliations of both cultural minorities 
and cultural majorities, and does not present a threat to either (cf. Bouchard 2011, 
and Chapter 5 in the present volume).

Third, encounters with others who have different cultural affiliations from oneself 
can nevertheless be a catalyst for deep personal development and enrichment. 
Because intercultural competence involves learning about and interpreting other 
people’s cultural perspectives and relating them to one’s own, interculturally compe-
tent individuals are able to use their encounters with others to learn about and reflect 
critically on their own cultural affiliations. Due to the enculturation process in which 
cultural beliefs, values and practices are acquired especially through childhood 
and adolescence, it can be difficult to psychologically decentre oneself from one’s 
own cultural orientations and perspectives. Interculturally competent individuals 
acquire a more critical awareness and understanding of their own cultural position-
ings, beliefs, discourses and values through comparing and relating them to those 
of other people. For this reason, intercultural competence not only enhances one’s 

knowledge and understanding of other people – it also enhances self-knowledge 
and self-understanding and can lead to considerable personal enrichment.

Fourth, although the definition of intercultural competence offered earlier states 
that such competence involves respecting people who are perceived to be culturally 
different from oneself, this does not imply respecting all practices on the grounds 
of “cultural difference” irrespective of their nature. From the point of view of 
those working within the framework of the Council of Europe, respect should be 
withheld from practices that violate the fundamental principles of human rights, 
democracy and the rule of law. Human beings, human rights and the dignity and 
equality of all people should always be respected, but there are limits on the respect 
that should be accorded to cultural practices that violate these basic principles. 
Indeed, it might be argued that these three fundamental principles of the Council 
of Europe should not only determine the limits on the respect accorded to cultural 
practices, but should also form the core of the unifying civic values, narrative and 
identity needed to foster a greater sense of commonality and joint purpose across 
the differences within culturally diverse societies (cf. Modood 2007, and Meer and 
Modood, Chapter 6 in the present volume).

A fifth observation stems from the fact, as noted by the White Paper, that citizens 
require intercultural competence in order to be able to engage in intercultural dia-
logue with others. While intercultural competence is indeed necessary for meaning-
ful intercultural dialogue to take place, it is often not sufficient. This is because there 
are invariably differentials in the allocation of resources within societies and sys-
tematic patterns of disadvantage and discrimination which effectively disempower 
many individuals with particular cultural affiliations from participating on an equal 
footing in such dialogue (irrespective of their levels of intercultural competence). 
These inequalities and disadvantages are often further compounded by disparities 
of power and by institutional constraints and biases, which lead to the terms of 
the dialogue being dictated by those occupying positions of power, privilege and 
influence. Thus, many individuals are prevented from participating in intercultural 
dialogue, not because they lack intercultural competence, but because they suffer 
from socio-economic disadvantage and forms of discrimination which effectively 
exclude them. For this reason, public authorities need to adopt anti-discrimination 
and equal opportunity measures to ensure that members of disadvantaged or mar-
ginalised groups are not excluded from intercultural dialogue. In other words, 
equipping citizens with intercultural competence needs to take place in conjunction 
with and alongside measures to tackle inequalities and structural disadvantages, 
including giving special assistance to those with socio-economic disadvantages, 
taking action to counter discrimination, and remedying educational disadvantages 
(cf. Cantle, 2012, and Chapter 4 in the present volume, and the Report of the Group 
of Eminent Persons, Council of Europe, 2011).

Sixth, and as noted earlier in this chapter, there is now a considerable body of social 
science research into intercultural competence. This research has revealed a number 
of findings concerning intercultural competence:
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– females, older individuals and minority individuals tend to have higher levels 
of intercultural competence than males, younger individuals and majority 
individuals, respectively (Pascarella et al. 1996; Zhai and Scheer 2004);

– intercultural competence is related to holding a more global, international 
perspective and lower levels of ethnocentrism (Caligiuri et al. 2000);

– some individual and personality characteristics such as optimism, openness 
and extroversion are also related to higher levels of intercultural competence 
(Caligiuri et al. 2000);

– advanced proficiency in one or more foreign languages is also sometimes 
related to higher levels of intercultural competence (Olson and Kroeger 2001);

– intercultural competence can be enhanced through intercultural education and 
training (Klak and Martin 2003; Pascarella et al. 1996);

– intercultural competence can also be enhanced through a range of intercul-
tural experiences, for example by attending international schools, attending 
multi-ethnic institutions which have a non-discriminatory environment, or by 
having extensive contact with people from other countries where that contact 
has the potential to allow meaningful relationships to develop and involves 
co-operation rather than competition (Pascarella et al. 1996; Pettigrew and 
Tropp 2006; Straffon 2003; Zhai and Scheer 2004).

Finally, there are still many currently unanswered questions about intercultural 
competence. In particular, the relationship between the various component values, 
attitudes, knowledge and understanding, skills and behaviours which together 
comprise intercultural competence has not yet been established. This is a matter 
for empirical investigation rather than a priori theorising. Questions that still need 
to be answered include the following.

– How does each of the components of intercultural competence develop within 
the individual?

– What are the social, educational, cognitive, affective and motivational factors 
that influence the development of each component?

– Are there particular sequences in which the various components are acquired?

– Is the acquisition of some components a necessary prerequisite for the acquisi-
tion of other components?

– How are the different components cognitively and affectively inter-related?

– To what extent does the acquisition of particular components vary depending 
on the specific cultural setting in which an individual lives, and the specific 
intercultural situations which the individual experiences within that setting?

Despite the large volume of existing research on the topic of intercultural compe-
tence, there is still a substantial research agenda that needs to be addressed in this 
field.

The role of education in developing intercultural competence

As has just been noted, there is good evidence that intercultural competence can 
be enhanced through intercultural education and training, and through exposure 
to a range of intercultural experiences. Education therefore clearly offers a prime 
area in which the intercultural competence of citizens may be enhanced. However, 
education should not be interpreted as being limited solely to formal education 
(i.e., the structured education and training system that runs from pre-primary and 
primary through secondary school and on to higher education and lifelong learn-
ing). Intercultural learning can also occur through non-formal education (i.e., any 
planned programme of education designed to improve skills and competences 
outside the formal educational setting) and informal education (i.e., the lifelong 
process whereby every individual acquires attitudes, values, skills and knowledge 
from influences and resources in his or her own social environment – for example, 
from parents, peer groups, neighbours, workplace colleagues, places of worship, the 
mass media, etc.).39 The White Paper on intercultural dialogue – “Living together 
as equals in dignity” (Council of Europe 2008) acknowledges this wide diversity 
of influences on people’s intercultural competence by proposing that it is not only 
formal educational institutions and professionals that have a responsibility to equip 
individuals with intercultural competence, but also civil society organisations, 
religious communities, the media and all other providers of education.

Implemented effectively, intercultural education develops people’s intercultural 
competence by enhancing their cognitive and behavioural intercultural skills and 
their knowledge and understanding of people who have different cultural affiliations 
from their own. By developing skills such as empathy and multiperspectivity, which 
help individuals to see the world as others see it and to see oneself from the perspec-
tive of others, and by facilitating individuals in learning about and interpreting other 
cultural perspectives and practices and comparing these to their own, intercultural 
education helps individuals to develop an awareness of people’s preconceptions, 
stereotypes and prejudices, including their own. It encourages the development of 
openness towards and curiosity about other people, and a willingness to accept the 
notion that the world contains many different perspectives which may be irrecon-
cilable but may also have points of similarity that are not always readily apparent. 
Intercultural education also helps individuals to develop the skills, understanding, 
knowledge and attitudes required for interacting and communicating with people 
who have other cultural affiliations. In addition, it encourages and supports active 
civic engagement and co-operation with others and participation in community life. 
More generally, intercultural education helps individuals to value cultural diversity 
and pluralism, and to reflect critically on their own cultural positionings, beliefs and 
values through comparisons with others, enhancing and enriching their knowledge 
and understanding of themselves in the process.

39. These definitions of formal, non-formal and informal education are taken from the Council of Europe 
(2010) Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education. 
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A detailed account of how intercultural education can be implemented by actors in 
the formal, non-formal and informal educational spheres is presented in Barrett et 
al. (2013). This document, Developing intercultural competence through education, 
explains the principles of pedagogical planning that should be used, relevant meth-
ods of learning and teaching, issues to consider when implementing intercultural 
education in each of the three educational domains, and issues concerning evaluation 
and assessment. It also provides a wide range of approaches and concrete activi-
ties that can be used by facilitators in all three forms of education to develop the 
intercultural competence of individuals. The document emphasises that, in the case 
of formal education, intercultural education is not a separate school subject but is 
instead a holistic approach which should be embedded throughout the curriculum 
and the school, with all teachers, irrespective of the age of their students and the 
subject they teach, having responsibility for its implementation.

Is an emphasis on intercultural competence and intercultural 
education a distinctive hallmark of interculturalism?
One issue to which the preceding discussion gives rise is the extent to which inter-
culturalism places a unique emphasis on intercultural competence and intercultural 
education, an emphasis which is missing from multiculturalism. As we have seen, 
some of the principal statements of interculturalism, such as the White Paper and 
Cantle (2012), do indeed place considerable emphasis on the importance of develop-
ing intercultural competence, based on the argument that intercultural competence 
enables individuals to live together harmoniously within culturally diverse societies 
in a spirit of tolerance, mutual understanding and respect. Both statements likewise 
assign the responsibility for equipping citizens with intercultural competence to a 
wide range of actors in formal, non-formal and informal education.

Is this emphasis on intercultural competence and intercultural education a novel 
characteristic of interculturalism which is absent from multiculturalism? At first 
glance, this might appear to be the case. A strong distinction is drawn between 
multiculturalism and interculturalism by both the White Paper and Cantle. For 
example, the White Paper argues that multiculturalism is a specific policy approach 
that advocates the political recognition of the distinct ethos of minority commu-
nities on par with the “host” majority, the implementation of which has fostered 
communal segregation and mutual incomprehension (section 3.3), whereas inter-
culturalism as a policy approach is instead grounded upon intercultural dialogue, 
mutual understanding and respect. Cantle (2012, see also Chapter 4 in the present 
volume) offers a more nuanced view of multiculturalism, noting that it has varied 
over time and across countries, but he also stresses numerous differences between 
multiculturalism and interculturalism, especially the former’s encouragement of 
“parallel lives” and segregated communities and the latter’s distinctive focus on a 
sense of openness, dialogue and interaction.

However, a close reading of classic texts on multiculturalism, as well as the literature 
on multicultural education, suggests that the concepts of intercultural openness, 

dialogue, intercultural understanding and respect are already present within the 
thinking of at least some multiculturalists. For example, Parekh’s (2006) seminal 
book Rethinking multiculturalism contains the following passages on the goals of 
a good multicultural education:

A good education should expose pupils to different conceptions of the good life, systems 
of belief and modes of conceptualizing familiar experiences, and get them to enter into 
the spirit of other cultures, see the world the way they do and appreciate their strengths 
and limitations. While rightly developing the powers of independent thought, analysis, 
criticism and so on, it should also cultivate “softer” and less aggressive capacities such 
as sympathetic imagination, the ability to get under the skin of others and feel with 
and for them, the willingness to look at oneself from the standpoint of others, and the 
capacity to listen to them with sensitivity and sympathy. (p. 227)

Since events and institutions are multifaceted, so is the truth about them, and a bal-
anced judgement on them can only be formed in a conversation between different 
perspectives. One of the central aims of education should be to equip the student to 
participate in such a conversation and, thereby, to broaden her sympathies and get her 
to appreciate the complexity of truth and the irreducible diversity of interpretations 
without nervously seeking for a final answer. (p. 229)

multicultural education is an education in freedom, both in the sense of freedom from 
ethnocentric prejudices and biases and freedom to explore and learn from other cultures 
and perspectives. (p. 230)

In other words, good multicultural education should develop openness towards 
other people, multiperspectivity, empathy, skills in analysing and critically apprais-
ing cultural perspectives and practices, listening to others, tolerance of ambiguity, 
understanding of one’s own prejudices and biases, and a willingness to learn from 
other cultural perspectives. All of these capacities are components of what has 
been termed “intercultural competence” throughout this chapter. Insofar as these 
capacities are presented by Parekh as the goals of multicultural education, it is 
clearly impossible to make any hard distinction between his vision of multicultural 
education and what others would term “intercultural education”, the primary aim 
of which is to develop individuals’ intercultural competence.

Multicultural education has, of course, taken many different forms in response to 
different educational concerns in different contexts and settings over the years, and 
Parekh’s vision is just one particular form. For example, anti-racist multicultural 
education, especially forms influenced by critical race theory, can have a very dif-
ferent focus and orientation from intercultural education – in particular, challenging 
and changing power relations, systemic barriers and discriminatory institutional 
structures that disadvantage racialised students, and centring the perspectives of 
subordinated groups (Carr and Lund 2008). That said, in their History of multicul-
tural education, Grant and Chapman (2008) comment that one widespread concep-
tion of multicultural education in the 21st century is that it “seeks to promote the 
valuing of diversity” and aims to develop an “understanding of the contributions 
and perspectives of people of different races, ethnicity, culture” (p. 12). Going 
still further, one of the leading figures in contemporary multicultural education, 
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Banks, has argued that education should be transformative, enabling students to 
acquire “positive racial and ethnic attitudes as well as the knowledge, skills and 
perspectives to deliberate with students from diverse groups” so that “students 
from different groups can interact in ways that enable them to view events from 
diverse perspectives and to deliberate in equal-status situations”; the aim is to help 
students to “acquire knowledge related to their homes and community cultures and 
languages”, and to “take thoughtful individual or collective civic action” to help 
solve problems, enhance democracy and promote social justice (Banks 2008: 135). 
These goals overlap significantly with the goals of intercultural education.

Finally, it should be noted that psychologists have also developed guidelines on 
multicultural education, training, research and practice (aimed primarily at the 
education, training and practice of psychological practitioners such as clinical, 
counselling, organisational and school psychologists) (American Psychological 
Association 2002). These guidelines similarly show considerable overlap with the 
aims of intercultural education. For example, the guidelines encourage psychologists 
to recognise that, as cultural beings, they may hold attitudes and beliefs that can 
detrimentally influence their perceptions of and interactions with people who have 
other cultural affiliations, and to recognise the importance of multicultural sensitiv-
ity/responsiveness, knowledge and understanding about such people. Counselling 
psychologists, in particular, have engaged in a concerted attempt to develop explicit 
models of the “multicultural competence” which is required by psychological prac-
titioners (see, for example, Arredondo et al. 1996, and Sue 2001). These models 
emphasise that such competence consists of attitudes, beliefs, knowledge, under-
standing, skills and behaviours, including cultural self-awareness, acceptance of 
cultural differences, respect for other cultures, willingness to seek out multicultural 
experiences, knowledge of one’s own and other people’s cultures, ability to engage 
in a variety of verbal/nonverbal styles, and working to eliminate bias, prejudice 
and discrimination. All of these are components of intercultural competence as it 
has been described in this chapter.

In conclusion, it is difficult to draw a hard distinction between multicultural and 
intercultural education, or between “multicultural competence” as discussed under 
the banner of multiculturalism and “intercultural competence” as discussed under 
the banner of interculturalism. Thus, while an emphasis on intercultural competence 
and intercultural education is indeed a notable characteristic of interculturalism, in 
the final analysis it is difficult to sustain the position that this emphasis represents a 
distinctive hallmark of interculturalism which clearly differentiates interculturalism 
from multiculturalism.

Implications for policy and practice
The issues discussed in this chapter have a number of implications for policy and 
practice. These are as follows.
– In order to support the development of intercultural competence in students, 

schools and other formal educational institutions should implement intercul-

tural education. They should use a holistic approach that is embedded through-
out the curriculum and throughout the school, with all teachers, irrespective 
of the age of their students and the subject they teach, having responsibility 
for its implementation.

– All teachers should receive training in intercultural education, which should 
be aimed at enabling them to appreciate the importance of intercultural com-
petence and to understand the principles of planning in intercultural education, 
appropriate methods of learning and teaching, and how intercultural education 
can be implemented within their own school subject.

– Schools and other formal educational institutions implementing intercultural 
education should eliminate all biases and barriers that might stem from stu-
dents’ own cultural affiliations and should ensure that they have strong anti-
discrimination and equal opportunities policies in place which are consistently 
applied in practice.

– In order to support the development of intercultural competence in citizens 
more generally, providers of non-formal education such as youth clubs and 
organisations, leisure centres, adult education centres, youth and education 
NGOs, minority community centres and faith organisations should imple-
ment intercultural education throughout all of their activities and should adopt 
a reflective stance on how their activities and the ways in which these are 
organised might be impacting on participants’ intercultural competence.

– All staff working for non-formal education organisations, public authorities 
and the mass media should receive training in intercultural issues. This training 
should be aimed at enabling them to appreciate the importance of intercultural 
competence and how this competence can be fostered through their own pro-
fessional practices and activities.

– Because intercultural contact can enhance intercultural competence, public 
authorities at all levels (including local, regional, national and international 
authorities) should support organisations and activities that facilitate those 
forms of intercultural contact which are beneficial for the development of 
intercultural competence. These include, inter alia, mobility and exchange 
schemes for students, workers and volunteers; inter-faith dialogue schemes; 
and those institutional twinning and cross-community twinning schemes 
which allow meaningful relationships between individuals to develop. Public 
authorities should also promote these activities to citizens and encourage their 
participation and involvement.

– Public authorities at all levels should collate examples of good practice in 
formal, non-formal and informal education that foster intercultural compe-
tence, and these examples should be documented, supported, promoted and 
disseminated throughout the public sphere.

– Because opportunities to exercise intercultural competence and to participate in 
intercultural dialogue are negatively affected by structural disadvantages, ine-
qualities and discrimination, public authorities should adopt anti-discrimination 
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and equal opportunity measures to ensure that members of disadvantaged or 
marginalised groups are not excluded from intercultural dialogue. In particular, 
special assistance should be given to those suffering from socio-economic 
disadvantage, and positive action should be taken to counter all forms of 
discrimination and to remedy educational disadvantage, so that all sectors of 
society are enabled to participate in intercultural dialogue.

Suggestions for further reading
Deardorff D. K. (ed.) (2009), The SAGE handbook of intercultural competence, 
Sage, Thousand Oaks CA.

This book is an invaluable resource for those who wish to acquaint themselves with 
the current range of research on intercultural competence. The first section of the 
book includes the review chapter by Spitzberg and Changnon (which covers models 
and components of intercultural competence), and a series of further chapters on 
different conceptualisations of intercultural competence including perspectives 
from a variety of cultures around the world. The second section contains chapters 
on applications of intercultural competence in professional fields such as human 
resources, business, teacher education, foreign language education, international 
education administration, social work, religious organisations and health care. The 
third section covers methodological issues in researching intercultural competence 
and the assessment of intercultural competence. The comprehensive nature of the 
book makes it an essential source book for specialists and general readers alike.

Barrett M., Byram M., Lázár I., Mompoint-Gaillard P. and Philippou S. (2013). 
Developing intercultural competence through education, Council of Europe 
Publishing, Strasbourg.

This document expands upon some of the practical issues concerning intercultural 
education which were excluded from the present chapter due to space limitations. 
This additional material provides detailed advice on planning and implementing 
intercultural education. The document also offers a wealth of suggestions concerning 
approaches and activities which can be used to develop intercultural competence in 
formal, non-formal and informal educational settings, including activities based on 
role plays, simulations and drama; theatre, poetry and creative writing; ethnographic 
tasks; films and texts; still images; and social media and other online tools. The 
document concludes with a detailed analysis of a sample activity to enable readers 
to understand how intercultural competence is enhanced by these kinds of activities.

Berardo K. and Deardorff D. K. (eds) (2012), Building cultural competence: inno-
vative activities and models, Stylus, Sterling, VA.

In this volume, Berardo and Deardorff have assembled an extensive set of ready-
to-use training activities and tools for enhancing intercultural competence that have 
been developed by trainers, coaches and facilitators from across the world. The book 
provides step-by-step instructions for administering all of the activities, includes 

useful facilitation tips and suggestions. The techniques covered in the book are of 
relevance to corporate trainers, diversity trainers and those preparing students for 
study abroad, but many can be used with adults and teenagers alike, and some may 
be used with children, in both formal and non-formal educational settings.

Byram M. (2008), From foreign language education to education for intercultural 
citizenship, Multilingual Matters, Clevedon.

This publication contains a fascinating collection of essays. Byram is a leading 
figure in the fields of foreign language education and intercultural education, and 
he is the author of one of the most influential books on intercultural communica-
tive competence, Teaching and assessing intercultural communicative competence 
(Byram 1997). In his 2008 book, he reflects on the intellectual journey that his work 
has taken over the years, analysing the purposes of foreign language teaching, how 
intercultural competence can be achieved through foreign language learning, the 
place of values in education, and the relationship between intercultural competence 
and intercultural citizenship. The appendices contain an outline of Byram’s own 
model of intercultural competence and a framework for intercultural citizenship.
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9 –  Educational challenges and perspectives in 
multiculturalism vs. interculturalism: citizenship 
education for intercultural realities

Léonce Bekemans

Introduction
Starting from the need to know and understand other cultures in today’s increas-
ingly interconnected human societies, education is conceived in this chapter as a 
means as well as an objective for living together and for learning differences in 
a positive, peaceful, respectful and mutually beneficial way. Interculturalism and 
multiculturalism are two approaches to define the way that different cultures relate 
to each other in our daily lives. These approaches are perceived as attitudes and 
policies for facing the reality of multiple societies, cultures and identities.

In the first part of this chapter, the role of culture and education in society is briefly 
introduced. In line with an anthropological definition of culture, its main func-
tions (i.e., communication, socialisation, identification and self-expression) are set 
within the complexities of current social life. It is further argued that education has 
always been shaped throughout history by cultural developments that have radically 
changed the position of education in society.

The second part of the chapter focuses on the impact of Europe’s cultural approach, 
“unity in diversity”. Different languages and cultural traditions present specific 
challenges and opportunities in relation to the role of culture and identity building 
beyond national statehood. Connection with other cultures is seen as an added value 
from the transformation processes of increasing interdependence and globalisation. 
This requires a pluralism of individual identities, a community of shared values and 
the respect of cultural diversity.

In the last part of the chapter, the place of education is further explored within 
today’s European cultural realities. Firstly, the main educational challenges for 
dealing with the existence of multiple cultures and identities within an integrated 
(European) living area are specified. Secondly, some reflections and guidelines are 
proposed on the perspectives, opportunities and practices offered by education for 
responsible citizenship and the learning of the life competences that are needed to 
live (and to benefit from) intercultural realities.

Premises
The question of how to define what we mean exactly when we talk about “culture” 
is not so easy because there are so many different approaches and convictions that 
the answer does not appear to be a question of concept and knowledge, but rather 
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a question of feeling and belonging. It is therefore proposed that culture should be 
considered as that mixture of values, norms and traditions that affects as much the 
moral dimension of life as the taste and vision of things.

In today’s globalising world, most human societies no longer live in isolated ter-
ritories, so their cultures are no longer the specificity of a given society limited by 
closed boundaries. We live in contact with each other, more or less intensively, 
and therefore other cultures are part of our daily life. This is the result not only of 
increased migration flows, but also of modern technologies which transform com-
munication systems and rebuild relationships. Various cultural interactions have 
become a way of living in today’s world. Indeed, it becomes important in order 
to avoid conflict and even war to understand that others do not see their world as 
we see our own, do not follow the same values when judging similar situations, 
or do not use the same criteria as our own to identify themselves as different. The 
Council of Europe’s White Paper on intercultural dialogue – “Living together as 
equals in dignity” (2008) claimed two distinct approaches to define the way that 
different cultures relate to each other and manage cultural diversity: multicultural-
ism and interculturalism.

Multiculturalism relates to a policy approach which recognises various and diverse 
cultures within a society: it indicates that different cultures exist and may interact 
within a given space and social organisation. A multitude of expressions always 
implies diversity but may still be perceived as a unity. Multiculturalism suggests 
therefore that human beings are able to merge diversity of cultures within one 
society on the same territory and that the remaining existing differences can be 
considered as a richness for all without being denied or eliminated. Culture, from 
this perspective, is not only a heritage which determines what we are and what we 
believe, but also what individual human beings are able to build together.

Interculturalism, on the other hand, presents itself as a dynamic policy approach 
that believes and affirms that cultures should be recognised for what they are, as 
different and separated as the social groups to which they belong. It endorses and 
encourages respectful and open interaction between and among individuals and 
groups from different cultural backgrounds, and it recognises the opportunities of 
various cultures within a given society and space. The important goal is to mutu-
ally benefit from intercultural encounters, while respecting each other’s diversity, 
which in turn can help to promote tolerance and understanding, prevent conflicts 
and enhance social cohesion.

Regardless of the academic debate on this distinction, it is obvious that these two 
approaches are not the result of factual observations of reality, but rather modes of 
defining what could be the most desirable attitudes and policies to face the “fact 
of multiplicity”. However, it is argued here that it is the way people approach and 
define the diversity of cultures in a given society which determines the nature of 
that diversity, and not the reality itself. It implies that the existing multiplicity needs 

to be understood from an “intercultural” point of view, recognising that we should 
move from a multicultural to an intercultural reality.

Therefore we propose an anthropological definition of culture, distinguishing three 
aspects: i) conservation: culture as an asset, tangible or intangible and a carrier of 
local identity; ii) production: culture as a commodity which needs to be re-produced 
not only to reconstitute cultural capital but also as a source of economic develop-
ment insofar it is embedded in production processes; and iii) valorisation: culture 
as a set of norms and capacities which enrich communities, used as a bridge builder 
and carrier of good relations for social and economic exchange. A dynamic and 
interactive process between these three aspects of culture implies not only peaceful 
co-existence of different cultures within society but also a mutually influencing and 
open dialogue between cultures. Moreover, such a conceptual shift from multicul-
tural co-existence to intercultural dialogue may avoid the trap of cultural relativism 
and provide the basis of a true living together.

The role of culture and education in society

The relation of the individual to his/her environment, in particular the role of culture 
in society, has changed drastically in recent decades. We are living in an increasingly 
interconnected and contextualised world in which societies, cultures and peoples 
meet and interact across the globe. We are living in a “global village” where the 
“other” has become my neighbour and the transformation of societies generates 
economic, political, cultural and personal impacts. Further, the European integration 
process has led to the elimination of the frontiers between countries and people, 
and the free circulation of European citizens has resulted in a transformation of the 
relationship between national territories and cultural identities. We are therefore 
entering an era in which old traditional realities and separations are slowly disap-
pearing. The “other,” who contributed by his or her cultural difference to enable me 
to discover who I am, is no longer a stranger; he or she is today a member of my 
own society. The reality is that my own culture is no longer the only one existing 
in my own environment.

In order to clarify this changing relation, four functions of culture may be noted in 
line with its anthropological definition.

– First of all, a culture enables communication. It concerns verbal and non-verbal 
cultural communication: the way people talk to each other and use sounds, 
signs, meanings, movements and attitudes so that each individual of the group 
understands what the others are saying and doing, and can tell them what he or 
she wants to share. Communication uses mostly language, but there are other 
means to share and communicate with all members of the group (for example, 
body language, sounds, music, colours, images, symbols, perfumes, etc.). Of 
course, communication means change with time and technical progress, but 
whatever means are used, social groups will recognise themselves in the way 
they understand each other.
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– Secondly, culture becomes an instrument of socialisation: the feeling of belong-
ing to a group and being recognised as a member of the group based on a 
common understanding and use of the group’s cultural communication means. 
This process of socialisation, existing in all social groups (for example, family, 
ethnic group, nation, religion, profession, political party, private club, etc.) 
represents one of the goals of education systems, i.e. transmitting the language, 
behaviour and liturgies of the group.

– The third impact of cultural belonging is the process of identification. It repre-
sents for the individual a growing awareness of his or her multiple identities. It 
is very important to find one’s own place and role within the groups to which 
one belongs. But it certainly plays a more important function in a society 
where different groups are living together. Of course, Europe is still very much 
shaped by historical events in which the notion of identity has been applied 
by nation-states, illustrating the complexity of cultural or political identity. 
Pluralism of individual identities is indeed growing in relation to professions, 
education, religion, family, careers, etc. Today the process of identity-building 
very much relates to a growing awareness of multiple identities in communities 
and societies beyond nation-states, set in a relational and contextual perspec-
tive.

– Finally, the fourth function of culture is that of self-expression: the capacity 
of the individual to use his or her heritage to consolidate, express and create 
cultural value. It comes from the ability of individuals not only to use their 
acquired linguistic and cultural tools to participate in social life, but also to give 
a new dimension to them. It is unnecessary to underline the role that literature 
and the arts have played in contributing to help civilisations to be remembered 
in history. But cultures are not only what we inherit from our past, but also 
what is created for the future as new forms of expression and new symbols of 
identification, diversity and multiplicity. These various forms of self-expression 
may contribute to the development of a future intercultural society.

As to the role of education in society, education has always been very much linked 
to general cultural developments. It has been shaped throughout history by important 
revolutions, or fundamental ruptures. The following changing cultural realities have 
radically changed the position of education in society.
– The invention of scripture or writing. This implied that the content of education 

was no longer limited to the knowledge transmitted by earlier generations who 
were proposing their views of the world to younger people, but that educa-
tion developed with the accumulation of knowledge through time, relating it 
directly to traditions and memories. Thus education contributed to the historical 
development of a culture, determining the ways people would look at their 
own lives and that of their society. Fundamental reference books established 
human cultures through time whose values could be transmitted by education.

– The creation of schools, that is, the establishment of a particular institu-
tion whose specific function is the transmission to future generations of the 

acquired and accumulated knowledge that writing allowed. The responsibil-
ity for educating future generations was therefore no longer exclusively that 
of parents, families or communities, but that of social, religious, political, 
military or other powerful economic institutions. They could create, control 
and maintain with their own power the educational function within society. 
Thus education as such became professionalised, but developed more or less 
according to the role of knowledge which was recognised by the cultures of 
that time. Education institutions controlled the content of transmission, without 
requiring everyone to have the ability to read. This influenced, of course, the 
content of cultural transmission according to the role and situation of local 
education systems, which favoured local languages and tradition, while for 
centuries church-related institutions transmitted Latin as a common language 
for all Europe. It is only recently that education has been considered as a right 
for all human beings.

– The invention of printing in the 15th century fundamentally transformed the 
power of education systems. The cultural heritage of society became avail-
able to everyone and thus was no longer the privilege of education systems. 
Certainly, it took a few centuries until the effect of this transformation became 
real, because societies had first of all to decide to educate everyone and not 
only a privileged minority. It also facilitated the spreading of local cultures to 
other territories, thus contributing to the recognition in Europe of the diversity 
of cultures throughout the continent.

– In today’s globalising world, the new information technologies, and especially 
the development of the Internet, are fundamentally changing the content and 
manner of learning, access to information, and are certainly breaking the 
territorial aspect of current education systems. The use of languages is also 
affected, and new concepts are altering the relationship between the four func-
tions of culture. It seems evident that education through “software” will not 
remain conventional and cannot be imagined on the sole basis of local, ethnic 
or national cultural heritages. Several elements are playing a role here. The 
extremely rapid development of new knowledge in sciences and technolo-
gies makes it impossible to determine what should be learned in order to be 
considered up to date and thus fully qualified. Education can no longer be 
considered as a process with a secured finality. As a consequence, schools and 
education systems are progressively losing the power they had over defining 
the final goals of education. Education therefore becomes an ongoing process 
for everyone that can no longer be controlled by the political and social pow-
ers. If each individual has a direct influence on what he or she would like to 
learn, his or her decision will be shaped directly by the cultural dimension of 
individual experiences and identification. In this perspective, the European 
dimension of culture and education is crucial.
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Europe’s impact on cultures and identities
History illustrates that Europe is a dynamic and evolving entity with many faces, 
multiple identities, multiple expressions and experiences, and diversified forms of 
co-operation. Europe is a two-thousand-year-old civilisation with a multiplicity of 
cultures; it is also a socio-economic model, and has a unique integration process. 
The whole of European history is characterised by forms of, and attempts at, eco-
nomic, political, military and cultural co-operation in the search for equilibrium 
between integration and diversity within certain contours. Europe is, however, in 
the first place a community of shared values, such as the centrality of the human 
being, freedom, equality, human rights, respect for diversity, tolerance, justice and 
solidarity. Today, however, Europe is struggling to keep its diversified societal 
model alive in the midst of interconnected supranational and intergovernmental 
governance devices which respond to emerging complex cultural realities in the 
globalisation vs. Europeanisation debate.

Identity and identity-building have been treated by numerous scholars from various 
disciplines and perspectives. Many have contributed to understanding the complex-
ity and the dynamism of these terms, and have offered theoretical readings for deal-
ing with changing realities. However, identity remains an open and fluid concept, 
increasingly shaped by growing interdependencies, societal transformations and 
different spheres of belonging.

The globalising world is characterised by some asymmetry between the growing 
extra-territorial nature of much power and the continuing territoriality of the ways in 
which people live their everyday lives. This is evidently a world-wide phenomenon, 
but Europe faces the special challenge of how the emergence of a multiple European 
society of countries, regions and peoples, with different languages, cultural traditions 
and common institutions, will influence the functions of cultures. Will the com-
municative function of languages change? Should we admit that only one or two 
languages will become the main tools of communication for all, while many others 
will remain traditional tools of identification and creativity? Will socialisation and 
identity remain related to territories and conditioned by cultural majorities, or are 
they going to become more and more individualised and thus alter the character of 
our common political culture?

The nation-state structures which are still the dominant reference points of the 
international system do not relate directly to the aforementioned functions of cul-
tures, but are based on a direct linkage between notions of identity, nationality and 
citizenship within given state borders. Today, governments of single states struggle 
to meet global challenges that far surpass their capacity for governance. People move 
across state borders, creating multicultural societies with intercultural opportunities.

At the same time, citizenship has formally been introduced in Europe as a quality 
which the nationals of all member states have in common. According to Article 9 
of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), “every national of a Member State shall 
be a citizen of the Union. Citizenship of the Union shall be additional to and not 

replace national citizenship”. With the establishment of a European citizenship, a 
common citizenship has been legally institutionalised: it covers many nationali-
ties, and rights are not exclusively limited to national frontiers. This has changed 
radically the traditional nationalistic way of thinking about identity and groups of 
peoples. If one accepts that the idea of citizenship can relate to a multiplicity of 
nationalities, it becomes feasible that a multiplicity of identities can be envisaged 
under the traditional notion of nationality, implying the emergence of a transnational 
European entity.

We are indeed entering a new period of restructuring the cultural relationships of 
communities throughout Europe (Bekemans et al. 2007). It therefore seems obvious 
that, in the coming decades, demands for the recognition of particular identities 
and minority rights (based on language, culture, religion, ethnicity, gender, sexual 
orientation, etc.) will develop even more strongly within national and regional struc-
tures. At the same time, requests and initiatives for greater citizen participation at the 
supranational and transnational levels will contribute to accelerate changes in our 
ways of thinking about our own cultural reality. We thus believe that interculturalism 
will become the European cultural paradigm of tomorrow, rooted in a context of 
respect for diversity, mutual understanding and trust-building. Therefore, the valori-
sation of the educational and cultural dimensions of European citizenship-building, 
through promoting places of intercultural learning and exchange programmes and 
introducing innovative learning methods and tools, is needed now more than ever.

Education and multiculturalism vs. interculturalism in today’s 
world
Education systems transmit and shape the value systems of the societies in which 
they are embedded. European education, at all levels from primary schools to 
institutions of lifelong learning, now faces the critical challenge of reflecting and 
guiding the manifest plurality present among European cultures: both to embody 
a commitment to the equal dignity of all, and to offer a sufficiently rich vision of 
human flourishing. Education concerns capacity building in diversity management 
at the citizenship level. It should therefore prepare people of different backgrounds 
and of varying talents for a life together: this includes but goes beyond preparing 
them for livelihoods, and consists of providing information and training not only 
of life skills, but also of cultural development.

Educational challenges of multicultural and intercultural realities

Yet many European education systems, at all levels, increasingly have an overrid-
ing concern with specifically economic performance. This emphasis affects both 
the objects of study (i.e., a preference for scientific, legal and economic subjects 
rather than for the traditional humanities) as well as the methods of pedagogy and 
assessment. The “Bologna Process”, for example, intends to create a “European 
Higher Education Area”, by making university degrees and degree standards more 
consistent and mutually compatible, favouring mobility and diverse cultural encoun-
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ters. This valuable initiative has nevertheless drawn criticism that: (1) it promotes a 
“Europe of knowledge and of capacity for employment”, directly oriented towards 
economic and industrial productivity, over the ideal of integral human development; 
(2) it favours the acquisition of marketable professional skills over critical reflection 
and judgement; and (3) it has included ever more detailed “targets”, so that excessive 
administrative burdens limit teaching time and schools’ freedom to plan curricula. 
In short, the true vision and mission of education and learning is being undermined.

Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) prescribes the right 
to education and describes authentic education as a process that “shall be directed to 
the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for 
human rights and fundamental freedoms”. Similarly Article 13 of the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) states that education 
“shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and the sense 
of its dignity, and shall strengthen the respect for human rights and fundamental 
freedoms. … that education shall enable all persons to participate effectively in 
a free society.” Rights and responsibilities are therefore bound firmly together in 
a legal context and ethical foundation. Education in this full sense embraces per-
sonal development, and not merely the transmission of information or professional 
training. It enhances social, cultural and economic development, citizenship and 
fundamental moral values, eventually leading to responsible citizenship.

Given current interpenetrating crises, it is of concern that the prevalent vision of 
education places it so predominantly at the service of economic growth as to instru-
mentalise it and reduce the full scope mentioned above. We need critical thinking, 
for example, about prevalent economic goals, and their weight in relation to other 
societal purposes, no less than we need to learn how to live together in a globalis-
ing world with diverse cultural realities. However, the question remains open as 
to what extent a common vision, founded on the acceptance of shared rights and 
responsibilities, can survive in a context of economic globalisation and cultural 
pluralism. This implies that the crises of social inequality and poverty manifest in 
the non-accessibility of the benefits of globalisation, the urgency of internal and 
external solidarity and yet of a proper respect for differences, have to be addressed 
forcefully through various modes of learning.

Similarly, the European idea itself cannot be taught merely as a technical project, but 
demands engagement and commitment from the teacher and the learner. Education 
in Europe also has the task, among others, of revitalising the European idea by edu-
cating people, especially young people, to be responsible citizens. This presupposes 
a learning capacity for dialogue and intercultural exchange, which in turn requires 
the learning of intercultural (life) skills, social and communicative competences. 
The Delors Report, Education for the 21st century. Learning: the treasure within 
(1996), summarises this perspective very well when it identifies the four pillars of 
the education process: learn to know; learn to do; learn to be; learn to live together.

Article I of UNESCO’s Constitution (1945) conceives equal human dignity as one 
of the basic pillars of the democratic principles of justice, equality and (intellectual 
and moral) solidarity “to build peace in the minds of men” and ensure that educated 
human beings are free and responsible. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
further provides directions on how to behave in order to respect human dignity and 
equality. It is therefore important to share not only material goods, but knowledge 
and experience and most of all wisdom in diverse learning spaces of dialogue. In 
a humanity committed to its common destiny, true dialogue is to respect, and to 
show respect for, views opposite to our own ideas and to interact with all members 
of society in a setting of mutual learning. A value-driven educational perspective 
on the European future is therefore of crucial importance. Education at various 
formal, informal and non-formal levels of learning should foster a culture of peace, 
understanding and living together. Only such a learning approach might finally lead 
to an active and responsible citizenship-building that favours the integral human 
development perspective of education.

In short, the interlocking crises and intersecting challenges require answers to an 
increasingly intercultural reality from all spheres of European society. Moreover, 
the role and responsibility of education in multicultural and complex societies 
should reinforce the overall substance of the challenges: the search for adequate and 
concrete responses in the learning agenda dealing with education and responsible 
citizenship.40

Educational perspectives on multicultural and intercultural realities

The learning processes for multiculturalism and interculturalism should be based 
on shared social responsibility and integral human development. As noted before, 
education should play a central role in the development of both human beings 
and modern societies as it enhances social, cultural and economic development, 
citizenship-building and ethical values. Learning to live appropriately with  others in 
today’s world requires awareness of and respect for human rights and the responsi-
bilities of local, national and global citizenship. Moreover, learning to live together 
as responsible citizens can help to reduce tensions stemming from ethnic or cultural 
divisions and social disparities. However, the current crisis of socialisation and value 
transmission undermines educational perspectives for dealing with multicultural and 
intercultural realities. The crucial role of education, as well as the use and practices 
of teaching and learning, need therefore to be reset within the dramatic acceleration 
in the speed of social change brought about by the process of globalisation. In short, 
objectives, competences and various aspects of citizenship education should be 
revisited and strengthened in order to develop proper answers to society’s current 
challenges and cultural realities.

40. In this context, see Eurydice (2005), a comparative survey which focuses on different national 
approaches to citizenship education and examines its European and international dimensions.
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Objectives and competences

Education is a dynamic process of learning that creates added value and forms the 
person through integral development. It should transmit possibilities and opportuni-
ties with conviction, intuition and motivation. It is always a meeting with the other; 
hence the role of teachers as key agents for change and the need to accompany and 
respect their role in the educational landscape. Also, Europe and the international 
context are an integral part of the general curriculum as well as of each individual 
learning path. This implies the need to transmit in an open and critical way  ideals 
and principles that valorise the person at the centre of education systems and 
national curricula, recognising the European and international dimensions of the 
learning process. Yet the priority task of education should be to help (young) peo-
ple to become responsible citizens, providing them with information, knowledge, 
competences, skills and open behaviour, in line with fundamental values such as 
peace, human dignity and respect for diversity.

Key competences refer to knowledge, skills and attitudes that serve personal 
fulfilment, social inclusion and citizenship-building. These include the traditional 
competences but also the more transversal ones such as learning to learn, social and 
civic competences, cultural awareness and expressions. In this context, reference 
to Edgar Morin (2000) is essential. He proposes four objectives in the transmis-
sion of knowledge and the activities of teaching: (i) to form a well-developed mind 
(rather than a too-full mind); (ii) to teach the human condition; (iii) to educate to 
live (learning does not mean only the acquisition of knowledge, techniques and 
productive modes, but also an interest in relations with the other and with oneself); 
and (iv) to learn the dignity of the citizen.

Citizenship education: education for responsible citizenship in a plural Europe

If education has the priority task of transmitting knowledge and competences that 
give scope and responsibility to the development of each person, a number of fun-
damental questions need to be addressed. These relate to: (i) education of and for 
all; (ii) education of humanity: this involves cross-cutting the dichotomy between 
a culture of education and a professional education; (iii) education to change: this 
deals with the meaning of creativity and the use of a critical mind; (iv) education 
to master a variety of languages; and finally (v) permanent education in the search 
of values: this implies surpassing the so-called contradiction between tradition 
and innovation. In other words, multicultural and intercultural realities urge for an 
education oriented to responsible citizenship-building in a plural Europe. However, 
transmission of knowledge is not sufficient to affirm the principle of the centrality 
of the person. The educator and teacher has to act within a given socio-cultural 
context, which needs to respond to the challenges of globality and complexity, 
cultural disintegration and the dispersion and fragmentation of knowledge. All this 
requires an integration of a diversity of learning sources and levels.

In sum, citizenship education in Europe has the task of being an agent of change 
and has the responsibility to revitalise its original project and consequently to 
mobilise and inspire its citizens, in particular young people.41 This can only be done 
through (formal, informal and non-formal) education for responsible citizenship 
which stimulates the commitment of (young) people to a plural Europe which is 
a Europe of dialogue and interculturalism. Various aspects may be distinguished 
here, as follows.

A modern and dynamic concept

The notion of “responsible citizenship” concerns an awareness and knowledge 
of rights and responsibilities (duties). It is closely related to civic values such as 
democracy and human rights, equality, participation, partnership, social cohesion, 
social justice and the knowledge and exercise of rights and responsibilities beyond 
the legal status and judicial relationship between the citizen and the state. A citizen 
may be regarded as a person coexisting in a society. As noted earlier, the theoreti-
cal conceptions and practical implementation of citizenship have been changing 
recently. The concept is steadily broadening, as lifestyles and patterns in our rela-
tions with others become more diversified. Far from being limited to the national 
context, the notion of harmonious coexistence among citizens relates to the concept 
of a community embracing all contexts – local, regional, national and international 
– in which individuals live. Much valuable work has been done by the Council of 
Europe in this regard (see, for example, the items listed under the Council of Europe 
in the Suggestions for Further Reading at the end of this chapter).

The link between citizenship and education is very close. Today’s challenge is to 
strengthen the need for citizenship in societies and develop learning modes which 
respond to the need for information, knowledge, capacity and qualities that citi-
zens should be equipped with to deal with the societal developments and cultural 
realities of today’s world. Accordingly, the concept of citizenship education relates 
to educating young people to become “responsible citizens”, who are capable of 
contributing to the development and well-being of the society in which they live. 
Teaching people to learn to become responsible citizens implies giving them access 
to those capacities and skills which they need to participate efficiently in economic, 
political, social and cultural life. This also includes knowledge of languages. This 
is the core of the pedagogical approach to citizenship education.

Moreover, responsible citizenship is a lifelong process. Learning citizenship is 
interactive and deeply embedded in specific formal, non-formal and informal con-
texts. Support should therefore also be given to citizenship learning within civil 
society as well as within the informal settings of the family. Although the sense of 
citizenship is embedded in each individual’s life history and its relationships with 
others, no standard model for developing citizenship can be applied.

41. See GHK (2007). This report, based on an extensive literature review, provides a European-wide 
search for good practices of citizenship education.
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Objectives of responsible citizenship education

While its aims and content may be highly diversified, key objectives of responsible 
citizenship education in today’s complex world should relate to political and (multi)
cultural literacy, critical thinking, the development of certain attitudes and values, 
and active participation. The realisation of these objectives implies the learning of 
specific skills and competences.

– The development of political and cultural literacy may involve: learning about 
social, political and civic institutions, as well as about human rights; the study 
of the conditions under which people may live harmoniously together, includ-
ing social issues and ongoing social problems; teaching young people about 
national constitutions so that they are better prepared to exercise their rights 
and responsibilities; promoting recognition of cultural and historical heritage; 
and promoting recognition of the cultural and linguistic diversity of society. In 
this perspective, increased political and cultural literacy should favour active 
communication and participation in democratic societies; in short, the building 
of responsible citizenship in a life-long and life-wide dimension. However, 
the impact of globalisation on our lives necessitates a growing awareness of 
the existence of different cultures, religions and political systems in order 
to develop respect for otherness. In other words, the increasing diversity 
of peoples in European societies requires a reconceptualisation of literacy 
towards a political, multicultural literacy, which might be a vehicle to mutual 
understanding and learning in European multicultural societies and beyond.

– The development of critical thinking and the adoption of certain attitudes 
and values may entail: acquiring the skills needed to participate actively in 
public life; developing recognition of and respect for oneself and others with 
a view to achieving greater mutual understanding; acquiring a sense of social 
and moral responsibility, including self-confidence and learning to behave 
responsibly towards others; strengthening a spirit of solidarity; constructing 
values, with due regard for differing social perspectives; learning to listen and 
resolve conflicts peacefully; learning to contribute to a safe environment; and 
developing more effective strategies for fighting racism and xenophobia.

– Finally, the active participation of young people may be promoted by: ena-
bling them to become more involved in the community at large (at interna-
tional, national, local and school levels); offering them practical experience 
of democracy at school; developing their capacity to engage with each other; 
encouraging pupils to develop project initiatives in conjunction with other 
organisations (such as community associations, public bodies and international 
organisations), as well as projects involving other communities.

In short, it should be clear that citizenship education is not just concerned with 
imparting theoretical knowledge to enhance political and (multicultural) literacy 
in issues such as democracy, human rights, the functioning of political institutions, 
cultural and historical heritage, etc. It is also crucial for integral human development 

that positive civic attitudes and values be developed and that active participation 
by learners be promoted – be it at school or in society at large.

The European dimension of citizenship education

As noted before, until recently, the concept of citizenship was conceived mainly 
in state and institutional terms. In today’s Europe, the concept of citizenship has 
become more fluid, dynamic and contextual, linking it to the multiple identities of 
Europe. This means that learning to live together positively with differences and 
diversity is becoming the central dimension of practising citizenship in Europe. 
Therefore, citizenship education is a modern and dynamic concept with a European 
dimension.

Although citizenship always has a territorial-based connotation, whatever its scale 
and limits, education processes should take account of the fact that citizens identify 
with different entities and dimensions, whether local, regional, national, European, 
international or global. Four aspects should therefore be considered in developing 
the European dimension of citizenship education: curriculum building, teacher 
education, support for teachers and teaching materials, and extra-curricular activi-
ties involving mobility and exchanges.
– Curriculum building: The European and international dimension of citizenship 

should be part of the overarching general aims of various levels and phases 
of education to stimulate a sense of belonging and commitment to Europe. 
Aspects which could be addressed in education and learning paths are: the 
rights and obligations of European citizens; the contemporary history of 
European countries; the EU integration process; the functioning of European 
and international institutions; the main economic, political and social issues in 
European and international co-operation; knowledge and promotion of socio-
cultural diversity; learning about European culture, arts, literature, etc. From 
the curricular standpoint, citizenship education can be offered as a separate 
stand-alone compulsory or optional subject, or integrated into one or more 
other subjects (such as history, social studies, geography or philosophy), or 
as a cross-curricular educational theme, so that the principles of citizenship 
education might be present in all subjects of the curriculum. These different 
approaches are not mutually exclusive. The development of a multilayered 
curriculum on integral human development may enhance the understanding 
of the continuous socio-cultural and political transformations of European 
multicultural societies, as the new intercultural reality of European citizenship.

– Teacher education: The European dimension of citizenship education should 
be taken into account in initial teacher education as well as in the provision 
of in-service teacher training.

– Support for teachers and teaching materials: Teacher-support measures relevant 
to the European dimension of citizenship education may exist in a wide variety 
of forms. They may be devised by the education authorities of a particular 
country, public research institutes and institutions for teacher education, asso-
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ciations and NGOs as well as by a variety of European institutions, such as the 
European Commission or the Council of Europe. They may involve materials 
or facilities intended directly for teachers, or information materials on Europe 
for the general public.

– Activities in the wider school context: Learning about the European dimension 
of citizenship means acquiring formal knowledge and developing awareness 
about societal, political or cultural issues. However, this learning process also 
requires above all that students should be able to gain experience of a practical 
nature such as in simulation games or various exchange programmes. Many 
European, national and regional education programmes and schemes exist to 
promote the European dimension and awareness through intercultural encoun-
ters.

If Europe wants to fulfil its destiny, a drastic increase in the engagement of citi-
zens and (young) people with the European project is necessary. We believe that 
a more holistic and integral approach to the concept and practice of citizenship 
enriches the possibility to build true citizenship. In short, the European dimen-
sion of responsible citizenship, covering multiple identities and nationalities, 
goes beyond its economic, political, social and cultural boundaries. This is not the 
exclusive responsibility of governments, but also the responsibility of citizens and 
their organisations. Consequently, diversified forms of civil society participation 
need to emerge and develop in Europe, to concretise active citizenship at local and 
regional level. However, a certain level of common identity is needed to strengthen 
European citizenship. This identity exists in different complementary forms, creat-
ing a multilayered identity. It is a process that should be enhanced, as long as it 
goes along with the recognition of diversity. Intercultural learning could be a key 
towards this strengthening.

Cultural dimension of citizenship education: intercultural citizenship 
education

The specificity of intercultural education refers to learning processes that lead to 
a knowledge of other cultures and install behaviour patterns of availability, open-
ness and dialogue. It concerns a rather complex type of knowledge. The primary 
objective of intercultural education should be the promotion of the capacity for 
constructive conviviality in a multiform cultural and social context, valorising the 
cultural dimension of responsible citizenship. It consists not only of the accept-
ance of and respect for diversity, but also the recognition of the place of a proper 
cultural identity. Such mutual learning is expressed at the cognitive and affective 
level of interaction.

The unifying perspective of intercultural education lies in the reconciliation between 
unity and diversity in various situations of multicultural and plural Europe. Dialogue 
and mutual enrichment can be developed to manage cultural diversity and strengthen 
citizenship. The notion of solidarity may then open up to the concept of hospitality; 
the principle of equality may integrate with the recognition of diversity and finally 

lead to mutual responsibility. In short, education will need to play a key role in 
developing the ability to conduct authentic intercultural dialogue, as an integral 
part of developing democratic culture. Henceforth, intercultural education accepts 
the paradigm of human rights as the universal point of departure, implying the 
importance of human rights education and consequently of education for democratic 
citizenship. Therefore, we propose a multidimensional approach to intercultural 
education. Such an education responds to the learning objectives of reciprocity, 
complexity, interpersonal communication, conflict prevention, conviviality of dif-
ferences and value-driven peace-building.

Once we accept the idea that a multiplicity of identities living together within a 
European space does not necessarily contradict its unity, steps have to be taken so 
that people become prepared to live such an experience positively. Because, in spite 
of the de facto changes that the evolution of Europe has introduced to the emerg-
ing cultural paradigm, people are not always free from values and norms inherited 
from the past, and certainly not conditioned to think about their own culture in 
terms of future creativity. Intercultural citizenship education can then be defined 
as empowering, stimulating people to contribute to social cohesion and cultural 
enrichment with respect for diversity and on the basis of equality. This implies 
recognition of the cultural dimension of the citizen’s identity in learning processes, 
recognition of the contribution of each culture to society, and a citizenship culture 
built through an ongoing intercultural dialogue and identification of shared public 
values in education. In short, such an intercultural citizenship education requires 
the learning and teaching of intercultural competences.42

Policy priorities for intercultural citizenship education
Summarising, education and culture will always influence each other in the choices 
of individuals and their encounters, and thus contribute to the building of sustain-
able societies which will consequently become more and more diversified and 
intercultural. Interculturalism will therefore develop in the long term, not so much 
because of increasing migration flows, but mainly because of the changing nature 
of contemporary societies, the emergence of new cultural realities and the key role 
of civil society organisations in resolving the problems of daily life.

Everyone is forced by the development of knowledge and the multiplication of 
means of information and human contacts to develop his or her own way of living 
together. If interculturalism is to succeed in Europe and beyond, creative incentives 
have to be launched to learn active and responsible citizenship. International organi-
sations such as UNESCO, the Council of Europe and the European Union, as well 
as civil society organisations, will have to play a more proactive role in favouring 
and supporting intercultural practices at all levels of human-centric development. 

42. In a concrete follow-up to the Council of Europe’s White Paper on intercultural dialogue, a very 
interesting tool to foster intercultural competence in learners was developed by Byram, Barrett, Ipgrave, 
Jackson and Méndez García (2009). See also Chapter 8 by Barrett in this volume.. 
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In the sphere of education and learning, the following policy-oriented activities to 
strengthen an intercultural drive in Europe’s future are proposed.
– Valorise the educational and cultural dimension of European citizenship-

building. This implies the promotion of places of intercultural learning through 
European exchange programmes and the introduction of innovative learning 
methods and tools at the various educational levels.

– Develop a multilayered curriculum on “Integral Human Development”. This 
may enhance the understanding of the new intercultural reality of European 
citizenship, i.e. the continuous socio-cultural and political transformations of 
multicultural societies in Europe.

– Launch creative incentives and develop life competences to learn active, 
responsible and intercultural citizenship. Formal, non-formal and informal 
learning, in an interdisciplinary perspective, are all needed to preserve and 
enrich our European heritage – political, cultural and economic.

– Launch an integrated strategy to foster human rights and responsibilities edu-
cation. This can be done by building on the work of the United Nations, the 
Council of Europe, and UNESCO, especially on two key international instru-
ments: the UN Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training (2011) 
and the Council of Europe’s Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship 
and Human Rights Education (2010).

Suggestions for further reading
Bekemans L. (ed.) (2012). A value-driven European future, Peter Lang, Brussels.

This book offers a well structured and interdisciplinary view of culturally founded 
and value-driven reflections on Europe’s future. The volume presents these read-
ings within a broad policy-oriented, institutional and international law of human 
rights framework, following a non-conventional but inspiring approach. The book 
proposes a reading of the complexities of transforming realities, oriented towards 
a common destiny of sustainable and cohesive societies in a globalised world, i.e. 
a human-centric development of Europe’s future.

Bekemans L. (ed.) (2012). Intercultural dialogue and multi-level governance in 
Europe: a human rights based approach, Peter Lang, Brussels.

This book offers an interdisciplinary in-depth analysis of the relation between 
intercultural dialogue and multilevel governance seen from a human rights-based 
perspective. The papers deal with the broad and diversified framework of concepts, 
policy approaches and linkages between multilevel governance and intercultural 
dialogue, particularly in the fields of governance, education and civil society par-
ticipation. Its innovative approach addresses complex issues of today’s societies, 
which are in need of sustainable, cohesive and responsible answers at conceptual 
and policy levels. It proposes multilevel and multi-actor trajectories that depart 
from a human rights perspective.

Bergan S. and van’t Land H. (eds) (2010). Speaking across borders: the role of 
higher education in furthering intercultural dialogue, Council of Europe Publishing, 
Strasbourg.

This book explores the role of higher education in developing intercultural dialogue 
in society at large. The book sets out the political context for intercultural dialogue, 
and explores how universities can move from dialogue on campus to dialogue in 
society, and hence become actors of intercultural dialogue. It also offers examples 
of good practice from various parts of the world.

Martinello M. (2011). La démocratie multiculturelle. Citoyenneté, diversité, justice 
sociale. Presses de Sciences Po, Paris.

This book addresses the question of how to reconcile the inherent diversity of the 
modern Western world with the democratic demands of a nation-state. What are the 
right political responses to assertions of identity? Does it compromise the notion 
of citizenship to question the necessity of recognising the cultural specificity and 
identity of minority groups? While avoiding a utopian view of multiculturalism, 
this book pleads in favour of a shared multicultural citizenship at the heart of a 
democratic system capable of combining unity and diversity.

European Institute for Comparative Cultural Research (ERICarts) (2008). Sharing 
diversity: national approaches to intercultural dialogue in Europe. Study for the 
European Commission, March 2008.

This study gives a good overview of national approaches to intercultural policies 
and practices for intercultural dialogue in Europe, focussing on education as a means 
to provide the basis for understanding and respecting diversity; youth programmes 
and sports activities which facilitate practical experience with intercultural dialogue; 
and culture which connects different value systems and challenges established 
aesthetic criteria.

Useful United Nations contributions to education:

Education for All (1990); Agenda 21 for the Environment (1993); World Plan of 
Action for Education on Human Rights and Democracy (1993); World Conference 
on Human Rights in Vienna (1993); The Contribution by Religions to the Culture 
of Peace (1994); Declaration of Principles on Tolerance (1995); Copenhagen 
Declaration on Social Development (1995); Fourth World Conference on Women, 
Beijing Declaration (1995); International Decade for a Culture of Peace and 
Non-violence for the Children of the World 2001-2010 (1998); Declaration and 
Programme of Action on a Culture of Peace (1999); UN Millennium Declaration 
(2000); The Earth Charter in Amsterdam (2000); Universal Declaration on Cultural 
Diversity (2001); Declaration on Dialogue among Civilizations (2003); International 
Decade for a Culture of Peace and Non-Violence for the Children of the World, 
2001-2010 (UN Recommendations A/Res/63/113, 26 February 2005); The Hague 
Agenda on City Diplomacy (2008); Charter for a World without Violence (2009).
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Relevant contributions by the Council of Europe:

Second Summit of Heads of State and Government of the Council of Europe: 
Final Declaration (Strasbourg, 10-11 October 1997); Committee of Ministers’ 
Declaration and Programme on Education for Democratic Citizenship, Based on the 
Rights and the Responsibilities of Citizens (Strasbourg, 1999); Recommendation 
Rec(2002)12 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on education for 
democratic citizenship (Strasbourg 2002); White Paper on intercultural dialogue 
– “Living together as equals in dignity” (May 2008); Council of Europe Charter 
on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education (CM/Rec 
(2010); Recommendation CM/Rec (2010) of the Committee of Ministers to member 
states on the Council of Europe Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship 
and Human Rights Education.

The European Commission has published various White Papers and studies on 
European citizenship education:

White Paper on Education and Training – Teaching and Learning: towards the 
Learning Society (1995); A Memorandum on Lifelong Learning (2000); Council 
Resolution of 27 June 2002 on lifelong learning (2002/C 163/01); Open Learning 
Environment, Active Citizenship and Social Inclusion (2003), Implementation 
of “Education and Training 2010” Work Programme: Progress Report, Brussels 
(November 2003); The Future of Education and Citizenship Policies: The 
Commission adopts Guidelines for Future Programmes after 2006, (Brussels 2004); 
Learning for Active Citizenship. A Significant Challenge in Building a Europe 
of Knowledge: Education and Active Citizenship in the European Union (2006); 
Programme in the Field of Lifelong Learning 2007-2013.
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