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‘They came upon a vast castle, on which could be read: ‘I belong to 

no one and I belong to everyone. You were here before you entered 

and you will still be here after you leave.’  

Denis Diderot, Jacques le Fataliste et son maître (1769)1 

Summary 

This paper has been written as a contribution to the Platform for Intercultural 

Europe’s Forum meeting in Brussels on 8 June 2010. It draws on the past year’s 

work, including the Practice Exchanges in Malmö and Vienna, commissioned 

papers by writers with relevant expertise and formal and informal discussions 

with Platform members and the Secretary General. It considers the lack of con-

sensus about what is meant by intercultural dialogue and the implications this 

has for the Platform, which has a clear sense of purpose and aims to influence 

others in its field. It argues that this lack of consensus is both inevitable and un-

problematic, since intercultural dialogue provides a framing device that those 

involved understand at the time and use to enable safer discussions about con-

troversial issues. In this context, the association with culture—the systems peo-

ple use to make sense of their experience—is helpful since the tensions evident 

in European society are not only produced by observable change but by percep-

tions and interpretations of change. People’s values, beliefs and feelings are cen-

tral to their experiences and their conduct. The paper concludes that real 

intercultural dialogue is much more than the everyday interaction between peo-

ple or even the cultural exchanges now often promoted: it is a conscious, de-

manding and focused process that both requires and develops democratic 

capacities. It concludes by suggesting some principles that might guide future 

practice exchanges in intercultural dialogue.  
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Defining intercultural dialogue 

Intercultural dialogue has become, in a quite short time, an established concept 

in European public discourse. The European Union designated 2008 the Europe-

an Year of Intercultural Dialogue (EYID) and supported various activities to raise 

awareness of the idea: the formation of the Platform for Intercultural Europe is 

one lasting outcome. Intercultural dialogue is one of the EU’s Culture pro-

gramme’s current objectives and recent research has shown that it is a goal of 

73% of selected projects.2 Also in 2008, the Council of Europe published a White 

Paper on intercultural dialogue within a context of continuing work on this is-

sue.3 Many individual states have become engaged in intercultural dialogue, in 

partnership with European bodies, with other states or internally. As a result, 

policy statements, research and examples of good practice are increasingly 

available online.4  

And yet, despite its evident importance to policy and programmes, there is no 

single, generally accepted definition of what is meant by intercultural dialogue. 

The parliamentary decision behind the EYID did not provide any definition5 and 

public opinion research undertaken for the European Commission before 2008 

found that 36% of citizens ‘could not attribute any particular meaning’6 to the 

phrase. The Platform’s recently published research into the EU Culture pro-

gramme found that, even among those receiving funds to promote it, ‘Intercul-

tural Dialogue has a myriad of meanings’.7 As the authors of one recent report 

put it: 

Some Europeans interpret ICD as a concept for peaceful dialogue of or among civi-

lizations, others see it mainly as a tool to improve internal (domestic) security, 

others would characterise it as describing relations between majority and minori-

ty groups in a given population while yet another faction use the term to describe 

cultural cooperation, in general, and cultural diplomacy, in particular.8 (Cliche & 

Wiesand 2009:5). 

At face value, this would seem to be a problem, especially for an organisation, 

such as the Platform for Intercultural Europe, whose purpose is to promote in-

tercultural dialogue. How can we make progress if we cannot even reach a com-

mon understanding of what it is we are trying to progress?  

However, there are two distinct issues here. The question of whether there is 

a clear, shared concept of intercultural dialogue should be separated from asking 

how the Platform should pursue its mission as ‘a legitimate and effective inter-

locutor between European institutions and civil society organisations committed 

to the values of intercultural dialogue’.9  

This paper argues that the lack of a shared concept of intercultural dialogue is 

both unproblematic and inevitable. It is unproblematic because the concept is an 

enabling framework that permits certain types of important debate to take place 

and because, within the context of those debates, the interlocutors either have 
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or develop a shared understanding appropriate to their immediate purposes. It is 

inevitable because people do not agree about how they understand and make 

meaningful their experiences: that is why intercultural dialogue is necessary. An 

expectation of consensus about how and why to discuss the absence of consen-

sus belongs in Wonderland. 

Establishing and developing the Platform’s position 

But the Platform for Intercultural Europe does need to know what it thinks—

even provisionally—in order to act. It has to take a position within the crowded 

field of actors promoting versions of intercultural dialogue and it must be able to 

articulate the rationale behind its choice, both to its diverse membership and to 

the institutions it seeks to influence. Finally, as a small organisation it must focus 

its limited resources and energy where they can have the most effect. It has 

therefore formulated an understanding of intercultural dialogue as:  

A series of specific encounters, anchored in real space and time between individ-

uals and/or groups with different ethnic, cultural, religious, and linguistic back-

grounds and heritage, with the aim of exploring, testing and increasing 

understanding, awareness, empathy, and respect. The ultimate purpose of Inter-

cultural Dialogue is to create a cooperative and willing environment for overcom-

ing political and social tensions.10 

This is the definition it has used to rally support, to attract members and to 

guide its work. It is also the definition it has tried to encourage other institutions 

and organisations to adopt. As such, it serves its purpose well, not least in estab-

lishing a concept that is demanding and has intellectual and political integrity. It 

resists the idea of intercultural dialogue as a bland palliative, offering a more 

challenging but more realistic route to lasting change.  

In the twelve months since the Forum meeting in June 2009, which estab-

lished it as an independent organisation, the Platform has undertaken a pro-

gramme of Practice Exchanges, research and advocacy, the details of which will 

be reported by the Secretary General at the 2010 meeting. Part of that work, and 

the focus of this paper, has been concerned with building on the Rainbow Pa-

per’s thinking, practically and conceptually, so that the Platform has the strong-

est basis to argue for approaches to intercultural dialogue that can lead to more 

just and inclusive societies.  

Building on the foundation of the Rainbow Paper 

That work has been taken forward in two strands. First, practical experiences of 

working on intercultural dialogue have been shared and analysed at formal 

meetings in Malmö, Vienna and Rome, under the title of Practice Exchanges. 

These have involved members and non-members of the Platform in structured 

dialogue about their ideas, values and work: they have, in themselves, been ex-
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periences of intercultural dialogue. Focusing on cultural institutions, the situa-

tion of migrants, and diversity in the workplace, these meetings have added to 

our knowledge of intercultural dialogue in everyday reality and opened up fruit-

ful contrasts of understanding and purpose. The results have been summarised 

as reports that are available on the Platform’s website.11 

The second line of work has focused on developing the thinking in the Rain-

bow Paper to reflect the changing context of the Platform’s work and its role as a 

recognised civil society interlocutor in the EU’s Structured Dialogue process. Ear-

ly in 2010, the Secretary General commissioned new discussion papers on inter-

cultural dialogue from Dr. Joel Anderson (Department of Philosophy, Utrecht 

University) and Sukhvinder Kaur-Stubbs (former Chief Executive of the Barrow 

Cadbury Trust and chair of the European Network Against Racism). Initial drafts 

of these papers were discussed at a meeting in February 2010, with the authors, 

the Secretary General, members of the Platform’s Steering Group, the present 

writer and other stakeholders. Both Anderson and Kaur-Stubbs valued the work 

that the Platform had already done and sought, from theoretical and policy per-

spectives, to take it forward by articulating a conceptual framework that con-

nected the human and organisational competencies required for intercultural 

dialogue with a rights-based agenda for inclusion and participation. These ideas 

were summarised at the conclusion of the February meeting in the following 

statement: 

Intercultural dialogue develops competencies, which advance social inclusion that 

enables free, full and equal participation in an Intercultural Europe.  

Following the meeting, both authors revised and amplified their texts; they will 

be published by the Platform later this year as the first in an occasional series of 

commissioned papers12. This work is a cornerstone of the Platform’s stated ob-

jectives of ‘developing understanding of the concepts and intercultural dialogue 

and action’ and ‘providing a space for reflection, dialogue and learning in our 

field’.13  

The Platform is active, then, in developing its own position towards the com-

plex concept of intercultural dialogue. But if that work clarifies and advances the 

organisation’s work, it does not resolve the complexities, ambiguities and ten-

sions inherent in the concept and evident in the wide range of uses to which it is 

put. As already observed, it is beyond the power of the Platform, or anyone else, 

to do so. So it is worth reflecting a little on what it means to operate, with princi-

ples, in a territory of such widely competing values and claims.   

Intercultural dialogue as a framing device 

One starting point for this reflection is to ask whether the range of interpreta-

tions for intercultural dialogue arises because people find the very looseness of 

the term useful. It might be, for example, that the word ‘culture’ is being used 
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here as a euphemism for things that are seen as much more controversial. Per-

haps ‘intercultural dialogue’ is just a less risky way of speaking about interracial, 

interethnic or interreligious dialogue, a way of articulating key political and ethi-

cal debates without causing offence. Culture is still widely seen as positive, 

which may partly account for its growing importance in European societies 

where the strength of other ideologies, notably Christianity and Marxism, has 

been waning. Its recent questioning by philosophers and theorists has not yet 

had much impact on a political and public discourse that still sees culture fairly 

simply as a good in its own right and as an asset through which a range of social 

and economic benefits can be acquired. So culture may be being used in this 

context as cover for a range of issues that currently trouble European societies, 

including ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality and class.  

If so, it may be wiser to see ‘intercultural dialogue’ as half an idea: something 

that acquires a full meaning only in context. Like a frame, it is changed by and 

changes any picture it is placed around. So a universal or consistent definition of 

intercultural dialogue is elusive: its meaning is different each time it is used, 

though it may be quite well understood, in that context, by those who are using 

it. It should therefore not be surprising to find such a range of interpretations of 

the concept. Nor should it be seen as a problem, if we understand it as a way of 

enabling important but difficult discussion to take place. Like a frame, it has lit-

tle importance in itself: few things are less interesting than a stack of empty pic-

ture frames at the back of a junk shop, waiting to be brought to life through use. 

The interest of intercultural dialogue lies in the processes that it enables and 

how those processes can build more tolerant, more resilient and more democrat-

ic societies.  

But that is in the nature of all dialogue, since it is through discussion that 

groups seek to resolve differences. Democracy itself depends on it, which is why 

the parliament (from the French parler, to speak) is both the symbol and the 

reality of democratic government. Why then should it be necessary to qualify the 

foundational democratic idea of dialogue with the word ‘intercultural’? To see 

why the link with culture is more than an enabling euphemism, we need to look 

again at the concept of culture itself. 

Reflecting on ‘culture’ 

Raymond Williams described ‘culture’ as one of the most complex words in the 

language.14 That is almost the last straightforward thing one can say about it. It 

is not coincidental that the term should be interpreted at least as widely as in-

tercultural dialogue itself. For some, culture means the creative products of hu-

man ingenuity and principally the arts in their various forms. But even here, 

culture’s boundaries are contested and some people restrict its application to the 

so-called high arts, consigning domestic craft and commercial art to a separate 

category of less value. This is Matthew Arnold’s idea that culture is ‘the best that 
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has been thought and said in the world’15 and it connects with an ancient equa-

tion between culture and civilisation. Classical Greece’s legacy includes the word 

‘barbarian’ which, then as now, designates a person who cannot speak the dom-

inant language, someone who lacks the competence to participate in the accept-

ed common culture of a particular society, and is therefore uncivilised.16  

The common alternative to the idea of culture as the best of the arts is an-

thropological: it sees culture in the variations between how different human 

groups conduct their lives. So, while all people prepare and eat food, they do it 

differently according to their social group, place or time. In this conception, cul-

ture may be described as everything that human beings choose to do as distinct 

from what they are obliged to do to stay alive. Mostly, we need to protect our 

bodies by covering them: culture results from the endless choices we make about 

how to do that.  

At first sight, the idea that culture includes everything people do that is be-

yond the basic needs of survival seems less judgemental than the idea of culture 

as fine art. But it does not follow that, just because the cultures of all people are 

recognised as such, they are all seen as equal. It was because the Spanish recog-

nised the culture of the people they conquered in Mexico that they went to such 

trouble to destroy it, burning every Mayan book they could find.17 So if all people 

can be considered to have cultures, not all cultures are considered equally valua-

ble by all people: a comparison of 17th century Spanish and Mexican cultures 

from a 21st century human rights perspective might be surprising. 

Making sense: the necessary function of culture 

But, whatever we think of these alternative conceptions of culture, neither ex-

plains why people produce cultures. What is it that makes every person choose 

certain ways of doing things in preference to others when, objectively speaking, 

there is often no advantage in their choice? Why does Barack Obama wear a suit 

and tie to make a big speech and Bill Gates an open-necked shirt? The answer is 

because it makes sense to do so. It makes sense for the President addressing 

Congress to dress in a particular way, both to himself and to his audience. A suit 

and tie is what they expect: if he were to appear in a shirt and jeans, analysts 

would interpret his choice of clothing, not his words. We know where we are 

when there is consistency between someone’s words and what they communi-

cate through other cultural signals, such as their dress. We also feel comfortable 

where there is consonance between the cultures of speaker and listeners, as 

there is when Bill Gates addresses an audience of computer journalists in his 

shirtsleeves. It makes sense. 

Making sense is part of what makes us human. It also makes us the kinds of 

humans we are because we do not all make sense in the same way. From birth, 

our survival depends on being able to understand the signals we receive: food 

satisfies hunger, hot things burn and so on. Babies quickly move from basic, an-
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imal feelings to more complex behavioural understandings. They learn what is 

approved and disapproved of by the adults on whom they depend. They learn 

what is normal and what is valued and they learn the language, stories, pictures 

and sounds that express those values. They acquire, in short, a culture that in-

terprets the world and makes of it a meaningful reality. 

The creation of meaning, making sense of experience, is the purpose and 

pleasure of culture, whether that concept is restricted to art or extended to food, 

dress and religious ritual. Culture enables people to form useful understandings 

of the otherwise inexplicable experience of being alive and—and this is crucial to 

humans as social beings—to share those understandings with others. Groups, 

communities and nations are formed on the basis of—and again this is crucial—

an imagined commonality externalised in a shared culture. Fundamental feel-

ings of identity and belonging are rooted in the meanings expressed in culture 

and given greater force by being substantially unconscious and unexamined.  

So dialogue through and about culture takes people to the heart of identity, to 

what shapes whether, how and why they empathise with others or alternatively 

to the language and imagery of their fears. It is because culture is about how 

people make sense of life that the word can frame so many other ideas, including 

those controversial issues that it is hard to bring openly into public discourse.  

Objective change and subjective perception 

Intercultural dialogue, then, is dialogue about meanings and values, about how 

people make sense of their experience in the world. It has always been neces-

sary, as anyone familiar with the writings of Classical Athens or Rome will know. 

And it has always been necessary because Europe, contrary to what is often sug-

gested, has been continuously inhabited by a very diverse range of peoples, each 

with their own cultures and ways of interpreting the world. Before the First 

World War, the ethnic and cultural diversity of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

was extraordinary, with Christians, Muslims, Jews and people of other and no 

faith living side by side; the distinction could equally be made on the basis of 

language or some other aspect of identity. This was a mosaic of cultures compa-

rable to that seen in Canadian multiculturalism discourse18; it could equally well 

describe the reality of the European Union today. Genocide and ethnic cleansing, 

the defining disasters of Europe’s 20th century, created an illusion of national 

homogeneity whose unreality has crumbled under the pressure of democratisa-

tion, post-colonialism and globalisation. Today’s Europeans do include people 

with cultural roots in Africa, Asia, Latin America and elsewhere but that is only 

part of the reason why intercultural dialogue has become both more normal and 

more necessary. The other factor is the democratic recognition of the many 

marginalised cultures whose roots and origins are European, including national 

minorities, Roma peoples and—depending on how cultures are understood—

social groups such as disabled or gay and lesbian people.  
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Objectively, the demographic profile of Europe has changed. But subjective 

perceptions of change—how people feel and think about where they live and 

who with—is at least as important to how they act. The interethnic conflict that 

destroyed Yugoslavia in the 1990s was the cause not the result of population 

movements: its origins lie in the cloudy waters of perception, feelings and be-

liefs. The anxieties of today’s Europe—whose symptoms may be seen in the rise 

of populist politics, conflict about religious symbols, and even violence—are 

rooted in observable change but they are also inextricable from how that change 

affects and is interpreted in people’s cultures, their mechanisms for making 

sense. Visible change, such as increased migration, draws attention to itself. Less 

visible change, for instance in ideas of social cohesion, is both harder to see and 

understand: yet it may have a decisive influence on how people interpret and 

respond to their experience.  

Competencies for dialogue 

In his discussion paper for the February Platform meeting, Joel Anderson wrote 

of a European society that is becoming not only more globalised but also much 

more individualised. As a result, citizens are required to exercise ever-greater 

personal responsibility and choice but without always having the social struc-

tures to develop or support that increased autonomy: 

Social problems arise, in cultural contexts and elsewhere, […] when a gap emerg-

es between the levels of competence these transformed contexts demand of us 

and the levels of competence we actually have.19  

The Rainbow Paper had already highlighted the issue of competences, arguing 

that: 

The development of intercultural competence is a pre-requisite for any fruitful in-

teraction between cultures.20  

Goodwill, where it exists, is not enough: intercultural dialogue makes new, un-

familiar and different demands on all sides. And all sides will need to acquire 

new competencies if they are to meet the challenge of conducting an open and 

honest intercultural dialogue. The centre of this dialogue is culture, that system 

for making sense and defining value, and to make oneself open to the possibility 

that alternative meanings are as valid, even more valid, than one’s own is risky, 

even threatening. Doing so requires technical competencies, for instance in 

managing meetings or resolving verbal conflict, and human competencies, such 

as courage, sensitivity and tolerance. These can no more be taken for granted 

than the competencies required for the effective and equitable democratic gov-

ernance. 

Dialogue is a skill that develops with use. Participation in dialogue requires 

competencies, but it also builds them. So developing intercultural dialogue is not 
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only a matter of increasing understanding between groups; it is also a direct 

contribution to building the processes of democracy and the capacity of people 

to engage fully in them. 

Dialogue and the willingness to change 

Dialogue is, by definition, a process with two equal actors in so far as its starting 

point must be acceptance of the possibility of a change of position on both sides. 

If one actor believes she is ‘right’ and is therefore not prepared to adjust her po-

sition as a result of the process then the discourse is not dialogue but instruction: 

as Camus wrote: ‘Nous avons remplacé le dialogue par le communiqué’ (We have 

replaced dialogue with the statement).21 Unfortunately, the reality of intercul-

tural relations in Europe and elsewhere is not obviously characterised by equali-

ty. On the contrary, it is typically asymmetrical, with one party having much 

greater power, authority, resources and capacity than the other. Again, goodwill 

cannot wish these inequalities away. A minority group will always feel weaker 

when faced with a majority. Sukhvinder Kaur-Stubbs is clear about the limits of 

this kind of approach: 

In the Northern towns of England, following the violence between Asian and 

White communities, women from both families were encouraged to spend more 

time with each other, This involved activities where they were taken into each 

other’s kitchens to share their cooking styles. But learning how to make popo-

dams or pancakes is hardly a recipe for overcoming the entrenched hostilities of 

such deprived and poorly resourced communities.22 

So intercultural dialogue—as opposed to the kind of cultural exchange that is 

part of everyday social life, including experiences characteristic of a globalised 

media industry—requires terms of engagement that formally recognise parity 

between those involved, at least for the duration and conduct of that exchange. 

It does not follow that either side will actually change their views or positions: 

the necessary starting point is only that they are truly open to doing so.  

Dialogue focused by purpose 

That openness to the possibility of change also implies that dialogue must be 

about something. As Joel Anderson puts it: 

Dialogue is thus always a three-part relation between speaker, listener, and what 

it is that they are trying to figure out together. Dialogue may be aimed at resolv-

ing disputes over facts (such as how a riot started) or over policy decisions (such 

as what policies to have regarding a country’s official language) or over accusa-

tions of wrongdoing (such as whether a refusal to allow a particular religious ob-

servance counts as offensive or denigrating). Whatever the particulars of the case, 

however, dialogue is not just a matter of two parties exchanging perspectives for 
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the sake of exchange alone, but for the purpose of figuring out how to move for-

ward.23 

This potential for change is another reason why culture is such an appropriate 

basis for the kind of dialogue that European societies are now engaged in. It is a 

central characteristic of culture that it is not fixed. Much of what defines human 

beings cannot be changed: place and date of birth, biology, parents, formative 

experiences—all remain more or less fixed. But culture is fluid and evolving: it 

can be acquired, by choice and often at the cost only of effort.24 Indeed, one as-

pect of the information and communication technology revolution we are living 

through is that access to new cultural ideas and products has never been easier. 

People leave the cultures they were born into and adopt others, choosing the 

meanings that make sense to them. Its culture, understood in the widest sense, 

is central to Europe’s attractiveness to many of those who come to live here from 

other parts of the world.25  

So dialogue about culture, the negotiation between individuals and groups of 

what they consider to be meaningful, is essential to democracy, enabling culture 

itself to evolve with the society it reflects and supports. Cultural institutions and 

individual artists can choose to play a distinctive role in intercultural dialogue 

because creating, examining and re-creating the discourse of culture is their eve-

ryday work. They have particular skills and capacities in that domain, which is 

why people pay to enjoy what artists produce. But it would be a mistake to think 

therefore that they are more objective or somehow separate from the cultural 

ideologies that shape all our thinking. They are not, merely by virtue of being 

cultural professionals, wiser or better guides through the maze of competing 

human meanings than others. That is a distinction that may be earned through 

participation in dialogue. 

The developing concept of Practice Exchanges 

Intercultural dialogue does mean different things to different people. It is cer-

tainly open to a wide range of interpretations. But it should not therefore be 

dismissed as a confused if worthy ideal of the well-meaning. On the contrary, as 

understood and articulated by the Platform for Intercultural Europe, the concept 

recognises the urgent need to enable and facilitate dialogue about how different 

people and groups make sense of their experience. It seeks to establish legiti-

mate spaces within which sharply controversial issues can be aired. In using cul-

tural means to enable dialogue, it opens other ways of knowing. For the Platform 

at least, intercultural dialogue is a democratic process that requires and enhanc-

es participants’ competencies for democratic engagement.  

This ideal finds its practical expression in the Practice Exchanges, which are 

one cornerstone of the Platform’s thinking. In developing these, it has not only 

begun to find ways of understanding the necessary conditions for intercultural 

dialogue and the human, conceptual and organisational competencies it re-
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quires: it has also enacted intercultural dialogue in the meetings themselves. 

Drawing on the experiences of these Practice Exchanges and the complementary 

insights of Sukhvinder Kaur-Stubbs and Joel Anderson, it is possible to reflect on 

the critical conditions for such meetings, if they are to fulfil the aspirations ex-

pressed in the Rainbow Paper and elsewhere. To conclude, therefore, here are 

some suggested principles for future meetings:  

The Platform’s Practice Exchanges should always: 

– Involve people from different cultures as equal discussants and participants; 

– Adopt clear, agreed terms of reference for the meeting beforehand; 

– Focus on specific issues where disagreement exists;  

– Recognise the legitimacy of people’s differences; 

– Accept the possibility of change, without an obligation to do so; 

– Provide the support to enable all participants to engage on equal terms; 

– Reflect the legal obligations and aspirations of the European Union. 

The Platform’s own legitimacy depends on its ability both to embody its own 

ideals and to challenge and develop its own thinking to meet the changing needs 

of European society. Setting its own standards, and being able to show how it 

meets them, will help the Platform meet its ideals. It will also help it provide au-

thoritative advice and guidance on conducting such interchanges to its stake-

holders at European and national level. In doing that with clarity, rigour and 

humility, it will continue to advance the cause of intercultural dialogue as ap-

plied democracy: society in formation.  

Intercultural dialogue, like Diderot’s castle, includes everyone simply because 

they are human. What matters is how we conduct ourselves within these all-

inclusive frames.  
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