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Diversity always proves a bit
frightening, for it challenges our
securities and the status quo. [...]
In the face of cultural, ethnic, 
political and religious diversity, 
we can either retreat into a rigid
defense of our supposed identity, 
or become open to encountering 
others and cultivating together 
the dream of a fraternal society.

POPE FRANCIS

Speech to the Hungarian Episcopal Conference
Apostolic visit to Budapest, September 12, 2021 
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Critical Intercultural Education 
between Similarities 
and Differences
Points of no Return, Choices and Strategies 
for Teaching Intercultural Competences*

❖ Milena Santerini

Abstract

This article aims to identify the fundamental points of the relations between cul-
tures in the face of super-diversity, with the goal of promoting and strengthening
the perspective of real dialogue and intercultural exchange within a complex so-
ciety. Moreover, starting from models of intercultural competence, it will analyze
how to cultivate and encourage the intercultural competences of educators, es-
pecially those responsible for teaching the young generations, in a context of pro-
found social and ecclesial changes.
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Points of no return

In order to promote and strengthen a perspective of real intercultural dialogue and
exchange in a complex and troubled society like ours, it is useful to identify the

points of “no return”, or better yet, the fundamental points of relations between cul-
tures amid diversity. This need raises another question: How can the intercultural
competences of educators, especially those who teach the young generations, be
cultivated and encouraged? In fact, we have the need and responsibility to give a
name and scientific structure to phenomena concerning cultural pluralism and above
all of directing reflection towards the ideal of universal brotherhood, which is fraught
with difficulties and adversity, but is not impossible1. The point of reference for this vi-
sion is the Encyclical Fratelli tutti (All Brothers) by Pope Francis2.

The need for authentic intercultural relations originates from the reality in which we
are immersed: A global, mixed, plural world, where different ways of living, thinking, be-
lieving, eating and dressing are all intertwined3. This “mixed” cultural and social reality
is currently magnified by travel and hyper-connectivity, but it has always existed
throughout history. Today, the deep desire for unity, present in all human beings, is
countered by a “separation mindset” that tends to divide rather than connect4. The ten-
dency to differentiate has always been present in human groups and in the world of
knowledge; consider for example, the difference between science and myth or be-
tween history and memory. However, a vision of the future is emerging where, without
false fusions, it is increasingly clear these diversities must meet and dialogue with each
other. This relates to Edgar Morin’s idea regarding the connectedness of the branches
of knowledge or to the discoveries of the neurosciences that demonstrate Descartes’
error of separating mind and body, which in reality are inextricably connected5.

In the culture-world, society is fragmented into many islands and individuals, liv-
ing in separate contexts, so that each instance of unity when it occurs, such as a re-
ligious one, seems weak. A person’s identity appears less defined, ever changing, in
contrast to the rigid roles of the past, which while protective, were certainly more con-
fining. Of course, these lonely individuals yearn for community, but they are really
building new, restrictive boundaries around themselves6.

While in the global world languages, artistic expressions, trade, technologies and
finance intertwine, the differentialist mindset, which makes every identity into a mini-
fortress and a threat, is on the rise. The temptation to distinguish oneself in order to
clash with the opposing side has two faces. On one side, there are the “killer identi-
ties” belonging to the fundamentalist and nationalistic school of thought, who are
bringing back the ideas of race, peoples, and ethnicities, and building walls and bor-
ders, making boundaries sacred and imposing a nationalistic dictatorship on anyone
coming from afar. However, there is also the other extreme that exalts “minority” cul-
tures, not only to restore their dignity, and rightly so, but mainly to cancel a past of in-
justice. Justice, however, is often not served by this cancel culture that tears down all
controversial symbols. Instead, it creates new chasms between cultures. 

We are faced, therefore, with the need to escape from the grip of differentialist
thinking just as we are from the one that imposes uniformity. On this point, the philoso-
pher François Jullien differentiates between the universal, a prescribed, constitutive,
and pre-established principle inherited from Greek philosophy; and the uniform, which
means mass-conformity, or that which makes everyone seemingly equal in a con-
sumer society, belonging to blind productivism and a market society. Jullien adds a
third category of plurality, which is the common. If the term’s etymology really does de-
rive from cum-munus, meaning exchange and reciprocity, then communitas therefore
becomes the place where relationships are founded, where sharing occurs7.

After all, the intercultural route aims to develop precisely this idea of common. The
purpose is to help make coexistence both possible and peaceful in a non-irenic so-
ciety, and to develop a deep understanding, which is put to the test by differences. I
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stress the words, “put to the test“. Although intercultural programs do not exist with-
out a desire for unity, they only work by way of differences.

Can there be a future for coexistence if not through an “eschatological” struggle
towards being-together, which recognizes differences while resisting the temptation
of melting them down, but not ignoring or ghettoizing diversity either? The best way
to respect a contemporary culture is to dialogue with it, metaphorically or not. And
this is only possible based on a common search for universal values, when meanings
are questioned and compared, as Emmanuel Lévinas suggests, on the basis of
Sense. A careful and confident anthropological eye is needed that does not disdain,
cover up or block out differences, but that does not idolize or freeze them in an im-
mutable otherness either. While “too much familiar sameness” impoverishes and an
extreme relativism creates a breakdown in communication, we need to think about
differences by becoming involved in exchanges and dialogue, entering into the
unique and singular cultural universe of each group, and allow the encounters with
them to change our minds.

What kind of training in the intercultural field

Some suggestions can therefore be made to indicate the foundations and strate-
gies for critical intercultural training. On one hand it “deconstructs” an idea of cul-

ture that is too abstract, reduced to an “object” that can be delineated on a map. On
the other hand, it builds on the common8

– Education, with its meager tools, above all rejects the differentialist and cultur-
alist way of thinking, even when it pretends to defend minorities. At the same
time, it does not trust the overbearing universal mindset, nor the uniform, which
makes everyone equal as a consumer.

– Instruction always aims for the middle ground between cultural zero and cultural
all; or rather, between two opposing risks: the destruction of the cultural dimen-
sion or the opposite extreme, culturalism.

– It bases itself on a subjective and dynamic vision of culture, so that socio-eco-
nomic standing, gender, and personal and family history; i.e., the elements that
make up super-diversity, profoundly influence a person’s personality and their
relationships9.

– Anyone who chooses the route of intercultural education knows that cultures
are not pure, and that they never have been, not even from their beginnings.
For this reason, it does not go looking for primordial elements which have sup-
posedly been corrupted during the course of history. In other words, it does not
believe that cultures exist outside of the irreducible subjectivity of people, who
in turn are continuously changing with age, experience, migrations and rela-
tionships.

– Above all, this approach promotes a perspective of reciprocal transformation
and not merely pure tolerance or relativism, let alone moral relativism, because
the common demands giving things up, sacrifice, striving to understand and re-
ciprocal transformation.

– This theoretical and conceptual framework should profoundly transform all ed-
ucational training systems, including both in formal education (at all school lev-
els, university and other courses) and informal (programs promoting peaceful
coexistence and intercultural dialogue in the social arena, conflict resolution,
etc.). Actually, this dynamic vision of culture and education is not always taken
into consideration. After all, this resistance can be explained by the fact that ed-
ucational programs based on a static idea of culture make them “easier” (but
not more effective)10.
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A culturalist style of education tends to teach the other’s culture by inevitably sim-
plifying it, and risks reinforcing stereotypes and prejudices instead of combatting
them. An experiential type of training, on the other hand, should endeavor to en-
counter the other, aiming to cause a deeper change in the character and world view
of the participants. This type of training, in fact, presents particular difficulty due to the
resistance against questioning traditional roles and assuming a critical eye towards
intercultural relations.

Models describing competence in pluralism

When reflecting on intercultural education in light of the aspects listed here so far, the
concept of competence inevitably emerges as a dynamic set of knowledge and skills,
which usually indicate a proficiency acquired in specific professional fields. In this
sense, cross-cultural dialogue can also be considered a highly-developed internal-
ized skill, which is connected to the ability to read, analyze and interpret unusual and
complex situations.

Competence is needed to avoid creating tension in the social, cultural and per-
sonal elements at play in relationships, by understanding similarities and differences,
modifications and overlapping elements. Many academic studies and research proj-
ects have focused on this concept, mainly in the form of “inventories”11. Among the
most well-known are from the experts of the Council of Europe, those by Byram Ben-
nett or Darla Deardorff’s checklists, where the following points are listed:

– attitude (open-mindedness, respect, curiosity, tolerance of ambiguity);
– knowledge and skills (cultural awareness, knowledge of one’s own and other

cultures, observation, ability to assess); 
– internal outcome (adaptability, flexibility, empathy, decentralization); 
– external outcome (behavior and communication appropriate to the situation). 

In addition, research in the field has identified various other elements as compo-
nents of intercultural competence, including:

– adaptability
– flexibility
– empathy
– respect
– openness
– tolerance of ambiguity12.

In all of these examples, we are faced with inventories and checklists. In fact, many
of these models are classifiable mainly as Compositional Models; that is, they show
the components of an organized list, but without identifying how the items interact
with each other. Consequently, in some lists the presentation of the various aspects
or stages seems static and rigid; whereas cultural competence is, by its nature, con-
textual and dynamic. The Developmental Models, on the other hand, are more com-
plex. They trace the development of competences on a continuum, where the ele-
ments influence each other reciprocally and where each impacts the others13.

At this point, some characteristics of cultural competence can be outlined, and
above all contextualized, and its evolution over time can be studied; even though re-
versibility or regression is sometimes a risk. In fact, the competences are not ac-
quired once and for all. They may be lost and remain unused in the case of unfavor-
able experiences or contexts that have a negative impact (the influence of mass-
media, political and/or social conflict, competition among ethnic groups, etc.). On the
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other hand, the capacity and the ability to be open-minded can emerge or reemerge
through encountering the other. All the research clearly demonstrates, in fact, the im-
portance of the environment for building and maintaining (or losing) attitudes of ac-
ceptance, openness, flexibility and empathy.

Again, the competence to deal with diversity is like a system in which all the dif-
ferent elements are interdependent. In a dynamic and multidimensional view, the el-
ements that make up competence (empathy, flexibility, capacity to deal with preju-
dice…) all interact with each other. 

Finally, intercultural competence cannot be built on an ethnorelative worldview that
accepts all the elements of a culture in toto, without exercising the judgement neces-
sary to search for common ground starting from discordant positions. The “nonjudg-
mental” attitude, connected to being open-minded and understanding towards others,
which is found for the most part in all the inventories discussed here, sometimes ap-
pears to be incongruent. As previously stated, intercultural relations cannot refrain
from judging or expressing disapproval for certain attitudes or behaviors that create
discord, when these do not merely involve customs, but regard different values.

Training Strategies for developing intercultural sensitivity

Training that develops these skills requires reflection on the intercultural experience
through interacting and encountering others instead of merely through a descrip-

tion. So that competence does not only come from knowledge, but also from know-
ing how to be and knowing what to do. Becoming adept does not depend so much
on being exposed to content, but on having the opportunity to experiment and reflect
on interactions with people from other cultures, which activates the necessary skills
and capabilities.

An essential model of intercultural competence training that contributes to raising
what can be defined as intercultural sensitivity should be based on an anthropologi-
cal interpretation of reality rather than on the knowledge of predetermined notions.
Aspects of personality and reflection should be central, making affectivity the basis of
successful communication. In this sense, training needs to be directed towards the
personalities of the workers and teachers, who in turn must mediate or facilitate un-
derstanding across diverse cultures.

The different elements of this model, as previously stated, all interact with each
other. Interest and respect, for example, both condition the ability to communicate,
and once learned, can create empathy. Analyzing one’s own stereotypes and preju-
dices creates openness, but this is likewise a condition for self-reflexivity. Training
does not stop at promoting tolerance skills and mere acceptance, leaving people in
separate spaces that never intersect. In order to achieve the training goals and over-
come prejudices and misunderstanding, it is not enough to distance oneself from
one’s own or other cultures. Instead, a third space of trust and reciprocal transfor-
mation must be built, where each person can change. Finally, intercultural compe-
tence contains an ethical-political dimension because it promotes a non-nationalist
idea of citizenship that is global and based on the interdependence and peaceful un-
derstanding between peoples.

My personal experience in intercultural training with adults, teachers, educators,
social workers, and missionary societies is inspired by these goals: To deconstruct
the rigid idea of culture, immerse ourselves in the global, get used to a new sensibil-
ity and together build the common14. It is therefore based on real life stories, which
are at times experienced with great suffering by people. They are discussed as a
group and deciphered. Through work on these cases, on the stories, on the acci-
dental mistakes and intercultural shock, a new sensitivity is acquired by following
three key points:
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– Deeply understanding the cultural expressions of people as tied up with their
being men and woman, well-off or not, educated or ignorant, foreigner or na-
tive;

– Dealing with prejudices together;
– Nourishing the capacity to find a common horizon, one that unites and not di-

vides.

A very interesting example comes from the training experience which took place
at the Pontifical Universities, Theological Faculties, Missionary congregations and
families, often people who proclaim the Gospel and are part of permanent missions
that have a centuries-old experience of enculturation, especially from Europe towards
the Americas, Africa and Asia. For further information on these themes, see the work
of Luca Pandolfi and Enrica Ottone in this volume15.

Cultural and intercultural issues, especially in mission families, are changing. A
major challenge that concerns the entire universal Church has arisen, especially in
this post-Covid era16. The shift from the paternalistic European culture of the past – if
not outright Western colonialism – to respecting “other” cultures, has been of funda-
mental importance and in part is the “merit” of missionaries. Although the era of pa-
ternalism is over, a new form of dialogue must be built, avoiding the mechanisms that
would lead to a sort of generational turnover; i.e., the West’s turn has ended, now it
is the turn of new countries.

Misunderstood relativism (every cultural environment has the right to express itself
as it sees fit) would risk dividing not only Europeans/Westerners from the rest of the
world, but also create chasms between people within the same country. Culture can
provide a sense of belonging and affiliation, conferring identity in a complex world,
but even in not so large communities people can divide themselves into groups. Na-
tionality can be chosen as the easiest criterion for belonging, but conflicts can also
arise between young and old, women against men, or even with respect to views on
food or the environment. 

Education can help decipher a new type of enculturation: No longer belonging to
a “Culture” that corresponds to a country or an ethnic group, which by now has been
deconstructed, fragmented and almost dissolved in globalization. Interculturality in
religious and missionary life means becoming close to people who are themselves
multi-cultural who live in the global world, and are conditioned by age, or their roles
or their sex more than by cultural affiliation.

We therefore need to remove cultural implications within communities, and not fall
into identity traps. We must distinguish between cultural dynamics and the dynamics
of power. The distinction between social convention and moral significance is funda-
mental. The former is transitory and tied to context; the latter, even if it can vary over
time, is founded in natural law. Social conventions can be relativized, but not respect
for another person’s human dignity and rights.

In conclusion, our lodestar remains the question of meaning in light of the
Gospels. Although they are placed in the cultural and linguistic universe of the era in
which they were written, they cannot be compared in the same way with cultures of
today. The Gospel remains a meta-cultural yardstick that converts us to overcome all
bonds of identity and calls us to a greater sense of belonging. It gathers us together
in universal brotherhood. It obligates us to understand others and ourselves more
deeply, refining our sensitivity and building the “common” together.
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