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ABSTRACT 

Britain's multicultural settlement has frequently been presented as an alternative to assimilationist approaches to cultural diversity. Yet the institutional recognition 

of cultural difference does not necessarily produce meaningful interaction between cultural communities. This article examines the relationship between 

multiculturalism and intercultural dialogue in Britain, with particular attention to education as a site in which cultural difference is represented, negotiated, and 

encountered. Drawing on scholarship on multiculturalism, intercultural dialogue, cultural difference, and the politics of education, the article argues that 

multiculturalism should not be understood as an automatic mechanism for producing social cohesion or intercultural understanding. Rather, it can provide 

institutional conditions within which intercultural dialogue becomes possible, particularly when recognition of difference is accompanied by opportunities for 

interaction, critical engagement, and equal participation. The discussion also considers the tensions within British multiculturalism, including concerns about 

segregation, essentialized cultural identities, and the limits of recognition without structural equality. By placing multiculturalism in dialogue with intercultural 

theory, the article proposes a more nuanced understanding of British multicultural policy: its significance lies not simply in the coexistence of different cultures but 

in its potential to transform coexistence into sustained encounters across difference. Education is therefore examined as a particularly important institutional space 

through which such encounters may be facilitated. 
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Introduction  

In contemporary societies characterized by intensified migration and cultural mobility, cultural difference has become an increasingly visible dimension 

of social and political life. Encounters among people with different ethnic, religious, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds are no longer exceptional 

phenomena but part of everyday social experience. This situation has generated renewed interest in intercultural dialogue as a means of negotiating 

difference, reducing prejudice, and creating forms of coexistence that do not depend upon cultural assimilation. The Council of Europe, for example, 

defines intercultural dialogue as an open and respectful exchange among individuals and groups with different cultural backgrounds or worldviews, 

directed toward greater understanding, participation, equality, and creative interaction (Majhanovich et al., 2009). 

Britain provides an especially productive context in which to examine the relationship between multiculturalism and intercultural dialogue. As the original 

manuscript observes, Britain has frequently been associated with multiculturalism because of the presence of substantial immigrant and diasporic 

communities and the development of institutional approaches to cultural diversity. Multiculturalism has traditionally been presented as an alternative to 

assimilation: rather than requiring minority populations to abandon distinctive cultural practices, it recognizes cultural difference as a legitimate feature 

of national life. In this sense, multiculturalism appears to offer an institutional space in which different communities can retain elements of their cultural 

identities while participating in a shared society. 

However, the relationship between multiculturalism and intercultural dialogue is more complicated than this formulation suggests. The coexistence of 

different cultural communities does not automatically generate interaction between them. A society may recognize cultural diversity while simultaneously 

reproducing social, educational, residential, or economic separation. Indeed, one of the central criticisms directed toward multiculturalism concerns 

precisely this possibility: policies intended to recognize difference may inadvertently contribute to the consolidation of separate communities. The debate 

surrounding multiculturalism in Britain therefore raises a fundamental question: under what conditions can the recognition of cultural difference contribute 

to genuine intercultural dialogue rather than simply institutionalizing coexistence? 
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This question requires a distinction between multiculturalism and intercultural dialogue. Multiculturalism can be understood broadly as a framework for 

recognizing and accommodating cultural diversity within a society. Intercultural dialogue, by contrast, emphasizes interaction across cultural difference. 

The former concerns the institutional organization of diversity; the latter concerns the relationships, negotiations, and encounters that emerge between 

differently situated individuals and communities.  

This paper argues that multiculturalism should therefore be understood neither as a guaranteed solution to cultural conflict nor as an inherently divisive 

political project. Rather, multiculturalism can provide institutional conditions within which intercultural dialogue becomes possible, particularly when 

recognition of difference is accompanied by equality, participation, critical education, and sustained interaction. Education is especially significant in this 

respect because schools and universities are sites where identities are represented, cultural narratives are transmitted, stereotypes can be challenged, and 

encounters among different communities can take place. The article develops this argument in four stages. First, it examines the conceptual relationship 

between multiculturalism and intercultural dialogue. Second, it considers the British multicultural context and the tensions between recognition, 

integration, and social cohesion. Third, it focuses on education as a particularly important site of intercultural encounter, examining curriculum, mixed 

schooling, cultural representation, and the position of Muslim communities. Finally, it considers the limitations and contradictions of multiculturalism 

before arguing that its potential value lies not in the simple celebration of difference but in its capacity to facilitate meaningful interaction across 

difference. 

 Intercultural Dialogue and the Politics of Difference 

In According to the Oxford Dictionary, the word dialogue is derived from the Greek dialogos, which in turn comes from dialegethai, wherein dia means 

‘through’ or ‘cross’ and legein entails ‘to speak’. Building on this simplistic designation, it seems that dialogue has always been a cross-cultural practice 

that involves people from distinct cultural backgrounds. At this juncture, it is to be noted that intercultural dialogue is hardly a new phenomenon; people 

have sought avenues for dialogue and mutual understanding since the dawn of humanity. A striking example is Andalucía of the 11 th century, which 

witnessed some of the finest images of civilized coexistence and intercultural dialogue between Christians, Jews and Muslims.  

The concept of dialogue implies more than the simultaneous presence of different voices. Its etymological association with speaking across or through 

difference already suggests an encounter between positions that are not identical. Intercultural dialogue therefore presupposes difference while refusing 

to regard difference as an insurmountable barrier to communication. The objective is not to erase cultural distinctions but to create conditions in which 

individuals and communities can encounter one another without requiring the abandonment of their identities. Cultural difference has historically been 

managed through very different political strategies. Assimilation seeks to incorporate minorities by encouraging or compelling them to adopt the norms 

and cultural practices of the dominant society. At the other extreme, cultural separation can leave communities physically or socially proximate while 

limiting meaningful interaction between them. Intercultural dialogue suggests a third possibility: cultural difference can remain visible while becoming 

the basis for interaction, negotiation, and the production of new forms of understanding. In fact, even though most of human history has been stained by 

violence, colonialism, civil wars, and imperialism, there is now a global propensity towards a celebration of intercultural dialogue and recognition of 

cultural differences. In his interesting article ‘Is the Notion of Intercultural Dialogue a Western concept?’ Henk Griffioen maintains that the West has 

witnessed a shift in its perception of the Other. While in the past the Other was a mere dialectical construction to understand the self, now there is a shift 

towards a more dialogical understanding of the other and towards accepting cultural differences which are essentially irreducible (2001, 1). Griffioen 

goes on to argue that this new form of dialogical dialogue seeks fundamentally common horizons and imagines a new mode of human possibility and 

coexistence (2001, 3).  

If cultural difference is understood as something that must be overcome, dialogue becomes unnecessary; if difference is treated as entirely immutable and 

self-contained, dialogue becomes impossible. Intercultural dialogue occupies the difficult space between these positions. This understanding also 

resonates with Bhabha's theorization of the “third space.” In the original manuscript, multiculturalism is described as opening a space between coercive 

assimilation and radical resistance. The concept becomes more productive, however, when the third space is understood not simply as a tolerant middle 

ground but as a site of negotiation in which cultural meanings and identities are continually produced and transformed. From this perspective, the 

encounter between cultures is not necessarily a meeting between two fixed and homogeneous entities. Rather, cultural identities themselves can be altered 

through translation, negotiation, and interaction. 

This theoretical perspective also helps explain why multiculturalism and intercultural dialogue should not be conflated. Multiculturalism may create a 

framework in which cultural identities receive recognition, but recognition alone does not ensure dialogue. A multicultural society may contain numerous 

communities whose cultural practices are institutionally acknowledged, yet interaction among them remains limited. Intercultural dialogue requires an 

additional dimension: opportunities for encounter and participation. In the British context, this is important because the political rhetoric surrounding 

multiculturalism has frequently oscillated between celebrating diversity and anxiety about social fragmentation. The question is therefore not whether 

cultural difference exists but how difference is socially organized and experienced. It is within this framework that Britain has sought to implement 

multiculturalism as a national strategy to enhance intercultural dialogue among minorities belonging to different cultures, especially if we take into 

account the current context of violence, terrorism, Islamophobia, and the discourse of hatred propagated by media and politicized by anti-immigrant and 

radical right-wing political parties in the West.  
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Multiculturalism in Britain: Recognition, Integration, and Contestation 

To begin with, multiculturalism signifies different things to different people in different contexts.  The former British Prime Minister Toni Blair had 

himself articulated this ambiguity regarding the meaning of multiculturalism when he said: “I never know, although I use the term myself occasionally, 

quite what people mean when they talk about multiculturalism (qtd in Pitcher 19). Yet, for the sake of oversimplification, multiculturalism can be 

delineated as the institutionalization of cultural diversity and cultural differences. It is, to use Bolaffi’s words, “the coexistence of a range of different 

cultural experiences within a group or society. It is often used as being synonymous with ‘cultural pluralism ' (Bolaffi et al. 2003). Additionally, and 

according to the International Organization for Migration, a multi-cultural society aims “to allow diversity, equal rights and equal opportunities to migrants 

and minority groups, at the same time allowing them to keep a cultural affiliation to their country of origin.” That said, Multiculturalism apparently rejects 

assimilation and the imposition of the dominant culture on other minorities but rather opens the gate wide and provides a shared middle ground for the 

enactment of intercultural dialogue and the celebration of dialogue of civilizations, religions and cultures.  

In Great Britain, like in all other European countries, there is a heated debate about multiculturalism and how to incorporate minorities and diasporic 

communities within European societies. Britain, as I have mentioned beforehand, has become synonymous with multiculturalism. As a heterogeneous 

and melting pot space that is composed of a surplus of ethnic and racial minority groups besides the dominant group, Britain has opted for multiculturalism 

to encompass all cultures and to do justice to all minorities and, more importantly, to establish avenues of intercultural dialogue. Without multiculturalism, 

which is predicated upon the acknowledgement of what Ben Pitcher called the “facticity of difference” (2009, 19) and the pluralistic nature of 

contemporary culture and globality, the possibility of intercultural dialogue would decrease if not vanish altogether. The term is useful because it shifts 

attention away from the question of whether cultural difference should exist toward the more practical and political question of how societies respond to 

a diversity that is already constitutive of their social reality. In fact, Britain seems to have learned the hard lesson that the attempt to assimilate immigrants 

and other minorities within its national territory will only lead to more ideological and cultural clashes and will result in more intolerance instead of the 

hoped-for intercultural dialogue.  

Yet the recognition of difference has always been contested. Multiculturalism has been criticized for potentially encouraging communities to develop 

separately from one another and for placing excessive emphasis on cultural identity at the expense of shared citizenship. These criticisms became 

particularly prominent in debates concerning Muslim communities following the attacks of September 11, 2001, and the London bombings of 2005. Tarik 

Ramadan, the foremost Muslim scholar and a professor of Islamic Studies at Oxford University, has maintained that “Discomfort levels in our societies 

are rising, or so it would seem. In theory, we invoke diversity and tolerance. But in real life, we raise our hackles and withdraw into ourselves” (2007). 

David Cameron, on the other hand, asserts in the New York Times that “multiculturalism has encouraged segregated communities where Islamic 

extremism can thrive”. (2015). Whether or not one accepts this causal claim, the argument raises an important theoretical issue, namely that recognition 

without interaction may not be sufficient to produce social cohesion. Yet, if we compare the situation of Britain with other European countries, one can 

notice that Britain is a model when it comes to incorporating minorities and establishing intercultural dialogue. Some even go on to argue that the UK is 

like a heaven for Muslims and to some extremists, due to the scope of freedom allowed and the high degree of coexistence. In fact, after 9/ 11 event, 

Europe and the US intensified the fear of foreign cultures and have made minorities more visible and more clamorous. As a consequence, Britain, like 

other Western countries, has sought other pragmatic and non-coercive policies to deal with foreigners and to manage diversity and multiplicities of 

cultures by establishing dialogue through strengthening multiculturalism. This is where intercultural dialogue becomes analytically significant. It provides 

a way of thinking beyond the binary opposition between assimilation and separation. The goal is neither to eliminate cultural difference nor to treat 

communities as sealed cultural units. Instead, it is to facilitate encounters through which difference can be negotiated and understood. 

Education as a Site of Intercultural Dialogue 

Multiculturalism in Britain is enacted at various levels, the most prominent of which is education. In fact, there is a dialectical correlation between 

education and intercultural dialogue in the sense that it is through education that citizens learn about cultural differences and the inevitability of tolerating 

diversity and pluralism, which are eventually crucial in initiating intercultural dialogue. Schools and universities do not merely transmit academic 

knowledge. They participate in the formation of citizens, the construction of national narratives, and the representation of cultural identities. Bourdieu 

and Passeron (1997) famously emphasize the relationship between education and the reproduction of social structures. Accordingly, Britain is trying 

strenuously to make its educational system an anti-racist, multicultural, and inclusive one by taking many procedures, such as endorsing positive images 

of ‘blackness’ and of Muslims, deconstructing stereotypes and misconceptions, teaching the history of Islamic civilization and its contribution to the 

Enlightenment and modernity, as well as opening libraries in multiple languages to name but a few. Thus, multicultural education can contribute to 

intercultural dialogue by familiarizing students with cultural differences, challenging stereotypes, and incorporating the histories and experiences of 

minority communities into educational curricula. This argument is persuasive insofar as education provides an institutional environment in which young 

people can encounter perspectives different from their own. 

Yet, at the same time, the educational institution itself remains a site of power. The curriculum determines which histories are considered central, which 

voices are treated as authoritative, and which experiences are marginalized. For multicultural education to facilitate intercultural dialogue, therefore, it 

must involve more than the symbolic celebration of diversity. It must also question the structures through which cultural legitimacy is distributed. As 

Suarez-Orozco asserts, “Educational system tied to the formation of the nation-state, citizens and consumers bonded to local systems to the neglect of 
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larger global forces are likely to become obsolete, while those that proactively engage globalization’s new challenges are more likely to thrive.” (2004, 

23). Indeed, now with rising globalization and intensified migration, the educational system should move beyond national boundaries and keep pace with 

the new changes in British society by incorporating the issue of intercultural dialogue and accommodating the histories of minorities and diasporic 

communities. To put it simply, having been inhabited by different subjects who belong to different cultural backgrounds, the British educational system 

is moving towards meeting and recognizing the needs and the identities of different students in an atmosphere of equality, pluralism and interculturality 

In her article ‘Complex societies, common schools and curriculum: Separate is not equal’, Jagdish Gundara explains how Britain is moving towards 

implementing mixed schooling. The reason for this, according to Gundara, is to ensure equality and the eradication of racism. In this way, there will be a 

great potential for intercultural dialogue. (2008, 60) Remarkably enough, if we look at the structure of the school system in Britain years ago, when the 

Manichean allegory of Us versus Them was still overriding, one will notice the ever-presence of separate schools, which simply means that each 

community or minority had its own separate school within Britain, but now there is a tendency towards implementing a unified education.  Separate 

schools have merely resulted in a more balkanization of society and prevented intercultural dialogue. It is the openness towards the other and coexistence 

between diverse communities that has the power to generate and inspire intercultural dialogue. Similarly, Gundra asserts that ‘Educators need to work on 

developing non-centric or inter-cultural curricula that will enhance inclusive and intercultural mentalities by drawing upon more universalized knowledge 

systems. (2008, 60) Indeed, In Britain, the role of education has become oriented towards celebrating dialogue across cultural divides and bridging cultural 

differences. By reducing and eventually ending the nationalistic and exclusive school curricula, Britain aspires to establish a fair education that takes into 

account pluralism, diversity and the facticity of differences.  

The Muslim community is one of the largest diasporic minorities in Britain. To reinforce its status as a multicultural nation, Britain has updated its 

education to foster intercultural dialogue between the Muslim community and other communities, especially after 9/11 and the 2005 London bombings. 

Unlike in France and other European countries, the headscarf is hardly a big issue in the UK in the sense that Muslim schoolgirls are not forced to wear 

a uniform in British schools but rather are allowed to keep their headscarves. This is very significant when it comes to intercultural dialogue, and it shows 

how Britain has perfectly internalized cultural diversity and seems to acknowledge the irreducibility and the value of cultural difference. Furthermore, 

British textbooks aim at fostering multi-perspective and multi-language learning to avoid separate schools.  

Interestingly enough, in British prestigious universities like Oxford and Cambridge, there are departments of Arabic studies, Islamic studies, as well as 

master’s and PhD programs in Islamic philosophy, civilization and culture. There are also many institutes for teaching Arabic, and needless to say that 

this is very significant because it is through this openness towards the other that stereotypes and misconceptions will be deconstructed. In fact, the clash 

of civilizations, the famous phrase of Samuel Huntington, is the immediate result of ignorance and lack of understanding. Once there is a fair 

understanding and unbiased cultural encounter, then we can talk about the possibility of an equal intercultural dialogue, and Britain is indeed a model to 

be followed in its multicultural strategy as regards education. In this framework, Professor Lord Bhikhu Parekh maintains in an interview that, 

We seem to have stopped thinking creatively about multicultural society… to have decided consciously or unconsciously that the most important thing 

now is how to integrate Muslims… So, my own feeling is that there is going to be a great deal of emphasis on citizenship education and on moral 

education. (Victor & Andrei, n.d.) 

  A final important point to make is that although multiculturalism has its discontents, it is noteworthy that it remains the most effective and successful 

strategy to enhance intercultural dialogue. It is through intercultural dialogue and celebration of cultural diversity that nations get empowered, and as the 

former British Prime Minister Tony Blair said, ‘We celebrate the diversity in our country, and we get strength from the cultures and the races that go to 

make up Britain today’ (The Independent, 2001). Therefore, multiculturalism should be reconsidered not simply as a policy of cultural accommodation 

but as a potential framework for dialogical citizenship. Such a model would retain the recognition of cultural difference while placing greater emphasis 

on interaction and participation. 

 Conclusion  

By way of conclusion, this paper has attempted, hopefully but not exclusively to reflect on the politics of multiculturalism and multicultural education as 

a national strategy to enhance Intercultural dialogue in Britain. The basic premise was that most of the problems in the world nowadays originate from 

ignorance and coercive assimilation. The relationship between multiculturalism and intercultural dialogue in Britain cannot be adequately understood 

through a simple opposition between multiculturalism and assimilation. Multiculturalism emerged in response to the realities of cultural diversity and 

offered an alternative to approaches that demanded the cultural absorption of minority populations into a dominant national culture. Yet recognition of 

difference does not by itself produce dialogue. Cultural communities can coexist while remaining socially and institutionally separated. 

 Britain, unlike most European countries, adopted multiculturalism to encourage intercultural dialogue and avoid clash of civilizations. Through espousing 

and enacting a multicultural and inclusive education, Britain has aimed at eliminating racism and deconstructing stereotypes that were the repercussions 

of years of adopting a Eurocentric and nationalistic education. Schools and universities can reproduce dominant narratives and social divisions, but they 

can also challenge stereotypes, diversify curricula, facilitate encounters, and provide students with the intellectual resources necessary for engaging 

difference critically. Mixed schooling, multicultural curricula, multilingual education, and more inclusive representations of minority communities can 
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therefore contribute to the creation of dialogical spaces. 

From this perspective, the ultimate value of multiculturalism does not reside in the mere coexistence of multiple cultures. It resides in its potential to 

create a dialogical public sphere in which individuals and communities can encounter difference without being required either to erase it or to retreat 

behind it. The task is therefore neither assimilation nor separation, but the creation of social spaces in which cultural difference can be recognized, 

negotiated, and continually 

References 

Bolaffi, G., Bracalenti, R., Braham, P. H., & Gindro, S. (Eds.). (2003). Dictionary of Race, Ethnicity, and Culture. SAGE Publications. 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446220375 

Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J.-C. (1977). Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture. SAGE Publications. 

Council of Europe. (1993). Vienna Declaration and Plan of Action for Combating Racism, Xenophobia, anti-Semitism and Intolerance. Council of 

Europe.  

Gundara, J. (2008). Complex Societies, Common Schools and Curriculum: Separate is not Equal. International Review of Education, 54(3–4), 337–352. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11159-008-9096-x 

Griffioen, H. (2002). Is the Notion of Intercultural Dialogue a Western Concept? European Academy of Legal Theory, University of Leiden. 

Majhanovich, S., Fox, C., & Pašalić Kreso, A. (Eds.). (2009). Living Together: Education and Intercultural Dialogue. Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-9816-1 

Oxford University Press. (2010). Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary (8th ed.). Oxford University Press. 

Pitcher, B. (2009). The Politics of Multiculturalism: Race and Racism in Contemporary Britain. Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230236820 

Ramadan, T. (2007, January 2). Calming our fears. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2007/jan/02/post856 

Suárez-Orozco, M. M., & Qin-Hilliard, D. B. (Eds.). (2004). Globalization: Culture and education in the new millennium. University of California Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520930964 

The Independent. (2001, October 2). Tony Blair's speech 

Victor, V., & Andrei, F. (n.d.). Multicultural Education in Britain. Scribd.  

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446220375
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11159-008-9096-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-9816-1
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230236820
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2007/jan/02/post856?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520930964

