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Abstract: In this paper, I argue that multiculturalism, although its political and public support is steadily decreasing, is 

still the most promising approach to handle contemporary migration challenges. However, to fulfil its full potential, I 

will firstly address the demandingness of multiculturalism for current citizens, and following on that, I will argue for a 

more two-sided approach of multiculturalism in which both newcomers and current citizens are involved. By going 

back to its original framework of equality and human rights, I belief that multiculturalism has the capacity to regain 

public support for allowing diversity in society. Within this renewed concept of multiculturalism, refugees do not have 

to be abandoned in camps or at sea, and current citizens are not left to fend for themselves in dealing with cultural 

differences. 

 

Introduction 

Contemporary liberal societies often operate on the idea that all citizens ought to be treated equally. This endeavour 

is mainly based on liberal egalitarianism, which has been emboldened by John Rawls’s famous book A Theory of 

Justice (1971). In here, Rawls stated that a society ought to be equal by default and that all people need to receive 

equal opportunities, but that inequalities are allowed to arise as long as they are to the advantage of the least well-

off in society (Gaus, Courtland and Schmidtz 2018). Even though a certain level of inequality is approved of within this 

approach, the underlying idea is the same as for strict egalitarianism: equal respect for all persons (Lamont and Favor 

2017). However, while stressing the importance of equality, in reality, this equality is often only considered from a basic 

social, political, cultural and economic perspective. This viewpoint tends to generalize the collective of citizens, 

ignoring the aspects that are not included in the category of being a citizen, such as religion, class, race and sex. Such 

a generalization might lead to a so called ‘melting pot’ society, in which minority groups are expected to fully assimilate 

into the dominant culture. Within such an approach, people are expected to leave their own cultural distinction and 

integrity behind, as they rather need to assimilate and thereby abandon their own values and heritage in order to 

blend in (Eagan 2015). Still, from most liberal perspectives, diversity is considered a fact rather than a value. Politics 

only differentiate in their idea of how (un)limited this diversity ought to be, ranging from not accepting any of the 

aspects of different cultures to unlimited toleration for various minorities and cultures (Baubock 2000). The latter type 

of approach leads us to the main subject of this paper: the concept of a multicultural society. 
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The successes and failures of multiculturalism 

In contrast to a melting pot society, a multicultural society is a place where both marginalized groups as well as 

migrant groups are allowed to maintain their own cultural identity. More specifically, the term ‘multicultural’ tries to 

comprehend the level of (cultural) diversity within a certain society. Following on this, the general concept of 

multiculturalism aims to answer the question of “how to understand and respond to the challenges associated with 

cultural and religious diversity”, and consists of the belief that the dominant political culture should acknowledge the 

strengths of a society’s various cultures, races and ethnicities, and especially those of minority groups. At the same 

time, while allowing cultural differences, multiculturalism aims for the inclusion of the different views and convictions 

of all diverse members of a society. It is important to distinguish the latter from the goal of a ‘melting pot’ society, 

where politicians predominantly aim to merge the minorities into the majority of a state, rather than adding and 

allowing diverse cultures within the mainstream culture (Song 2016) (Eagan 2015).  

From a political viewpoint, multiculturalism relates closely to ‘identity politics’. This political approach aims to 

demarginalize minorities by recognizing their cultural identity, and while doing so, its objective does not only cover 

culture, but also includes language, ethnicity, nationality and other identity-related aspects. Whereas this has much in 

common with multiculturalism, the distinction between identity politics and multiculturalism is that the former focusses 

on shared identities, while the latter puts emphasis on a specifically shared culture. Yet, they both strive for the 

recognition of minorities and the abolishment of inequalities that may have been left over from the past (Eagan 2015). 

This makes them both strongly interconnected on an ethical level, but also from a historical perspective, which we can 

clearly see when we look at the first emergence of identity politics. Although the term ‘identity’ was quite rare before 

the 1950’s, the end of World War II opened the door for identity politics and the related ideal of a multicultural society. 

After many years of aiming at a homogeneous and unitary nationhood, with Nazi Germany as the most infamous 

example, the world now turned against ideologies that promoted racially biased immigration and citizenship policies. 

This process started with the decolonization of many Western colonies around the world, and continued within 

Western societies with the struggle against racial discrimination and segregation in the period from 1955 to 1965. With 

the rise of social movements in the 1960’s, emphasis was now put on the identities of various minorities - mostly race 

and gender-based. These movements were all based on the idea of equality for all races and peoples, and human 

rights and democratic beliefs were used as the methodological framework to provide the arguments for such equality. 

With this development, the groundwork of liberal-democratic citizenship was born, which entails a shift from vertical 

hierarchical relationships to horizontal relations between different groups. Rather than oppressing diversity and trying 

to force a generalized form of citizenship for all members of society, it was now widely accepted that minority groups 

could keep their own cultural and political background. Not long after, this development would lead to the idea of 

multiculturalism as a comprehensive umbrella term for the claims of a wide range of marginalized groups (Kymlicka 

2012) (Song 2016) (Moran 2018). Despite the fact that famous philosopher Richard Rorty was quite critical towards 

identity politics, he stated that such progressive and leftist ideas had great success in decreasing anti-black, anti-

woman and anti-homosexual sentiment (Rorty 1997). 

Where in the first period of multiculturalism the main focus was for instance put on African Americans, LGBT people, 

women and other marginalized groups, it underwent a paradigm shift to the cultures and identities of migrants who 

were part of religious and ethnic minorities (Song 2016). Multiculturalism now turned into a debate about coping with 
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‘migration-based ethnicity’, which specifically focussed on the socio-economic marginalization of migrants. Within this 

debate, multiculturalism not only changed its focus, but often also took a different shape. For instance, in the 

Netherlands, the arrival of many migrant workers during the mid-1950’s and 1960’s led to an official national policy of 

multiculturalism in the early 1980’s. Within this policy, multiculturalism was not used to put emphasis on integration 

and supporting marginalized migrant groups, but rather on assimilation and stimulating remigration. It was believed 

that it was impossible for Muslim migrants (who were the majority of these newcomers) to assimilate quickly, and as 

soon as the demand for foreign workers would decrease, the migrant workers were expected to go back to their 

home country. However, they did not return, and the Netherlands now had to deal with many different migrant groups 

who were not stimulated to integrate into Dutch society (Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010). Around the 1990’s, because 

of reasons such as this example from the Netherlands, the migration debate turned into what many have called ‘the 

backlash of multiculturalism’. The Netherlands were not the only one having issues with migrant groups, and critique 

on multiculturalism in the context of migration was often based on three arguments. Firstly, old policies encompassed 

a limited number of ‘clearly demarcated ethnic minorities’, while the number of source countries of migrants was 

vastly growing. Thus, it was claimed that the policies were not matching with the wide range of migrant groups that 

were arriving in Europe. Secondly, it was often believed that emancipating minority migrant groups through their own 

institutions had only enforced their separation and segregation. Lastly, and related to the previous point, the 

multiculturalism policies that tried to tackle marginalization of migrants were considered not to have been successful. 

Following the critique on multiculturalism, an alternative to such ‘failed’ multiculturalism was proposed in the form 

of civic integration, which brings us back to the concept of a melting pot society. Civic integration policies considered 

every migrant as an individual who needed to assimilate into society, instead of being treated as a member of a 

separate group within society. Part of this new approach included higher integration standards, as migrants now 

needed to integrate as quickly as possible by learning the language, making use of host-country facilities and adhering 

to other more demanding requirements to be allowed to stay (Joppke 2004).  

 

Multiculturalism in contemporary times of massive migration 

The previously described retreat from multiculturalism is currently being enforced by new massive migration waves 

that have arrived in Europe over the past few years. Where in the 1990’s the ‘fall’ of multiculturalism was also influenced 

by fears that diversity had gone too far and was threatening the basic values of Western societies, current migration 

flows have given room for a significant growth of populist right-wring parties who continue to ‘defend’ traditional 

Western values. With this, they do not only argue for policies that force migrants to assimilate, but they even aim to 

prevent them from entering Western societies at all. Such extreme measures are often grounded in the assumption 

that multiculturalism would allow illiberal values to enter Western societies, as it is believed that many migrant groups 

would prefer their own fundamental values if they are not forced to integrate more thoroughly (Kymlicka 2012). It can 

therefore be argued that the failures of multiculturalism – whether they are to blame to multiculturalism per se or its 

incorrect interpretation – are now leading to a much more restrained approach of Western societies towards accepting 

migrants. As a result of this shift, an increasing number of refugees is now living in dreadful conditions in Greek, Italian 

and Turkish refugee camps, as they are not allowed to enter European states (Amnesty 2016). The same developments 

we can also see in other parts of the world, as for instance the United States continues with extending the wall that 
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separates the US from its neighbouring country Mexico, preventing more and more migrants from entering, which 

leads to similar dehumanizing situations at the border (The Guardian 2018) (ABC News 2017). Is multiculturalism to 

blame for this new approach? Should we instead aim for a melting pot society that is closed for all of those who 

cannot adequately assimilate? Before going into the reasons why I think that the original idea of multiculturalism is 

not to blame for this and should not be abandoned, I will first consider some overarching moral reasons for accepting 

migrants, and specifically refugees, in the first place. After all, if all migrants would be stopped at the border, one 

would not need methods that could manage the arrival of many diverse groups of people. 

Much of contemporary (political) philosophy claims that Western societies have a positive duty to provide care to 

those who are globally the least well-off, partly because of the way globalisation is connecting different societies all 

over the world. Hence, people who are facing situations of war, poverty and prosecution should be offered help, 

protection or shelter to increase their well-being. Following on this, it could be argued that the 22 million refugees 

and asylum seekers worldwide, who are often stateless, fleeing from deprivation and/or live in very bad circumstances 

(IOM 2018), are part of this group of least well-off people. When accepting this, Western societies would need to 

provide shelter for these people who are moving away from the misery in their home country. A strong case for this 

claim has been made by Joseph Carens, who used three fundamentally different philosophical perspectives – a 

Nozickian, a Rawlsian and a Utilitarian view - to show that it is unjust to restrict migration and close borders. Firstly, 

Carens argues that Robert Nozick’s explicitly says that the land of a nation is not the collective property of its citizens, 

which would mean that the state does not have a legitimate reason to limit a state’s property to its own citizens simply 

because they are born there. Secondly, if one would select the migration opportunities in an ideal society under 

Rawls’s ‘veil of ignorance’, one would never choose for a society in which migration is limited. After all, when one 

would not know in which society one would be born, one would take the perspective of those who would be most 

disadvantaged by migration restrictions: the alien who wants to migrate. Lastly, while from an utilitarian perspective 

one might argue that migration should be limited to prevent the loss of economic utility of some citizens, the overall 

utility gain is still larger, as the economic gains of migration for other citizens and the migrants themselves should also 

be included in the calculation of maximum utility (Carens 1987).  

It is important to highlight that my reference to Caren’s arguments does not have the objective of arguing for 

completely open borders. However, it does give sufficient reasons to at least offer shelter for people fleeing from war, 

poverty and prosecution. In accepting this, receiving countries must adapt certain policies that can manage the 

integration processes for the arrival of migrants, as closing the borders is an invalid option from a moral perspective. 

We now have the choice of what sort of approach should be used, and looking at contemporary politics, it seems that 

multiculturalism is fading away as one of the options. Yet, even though multiculturalism is losing mass support from 

both politics and the public, it does not mean that the whole concept of multiculturalism has failed and should be 

ruled out as a serious solution to challenges of migration. As Will Kymlicka has argued, current critique on 

multiculturalism “simplifies ethnic differences” and “unjustly blames multiculturalism for global capitalism”. Moreover, 

such critique ignores the original multiculturalist objectives which entailed much more “complex sources and political 

goals” - those we have already discovered earlier in this paper -, which mainly focussed on pure and fair equality 

among members of a society. These goals still carry the underlying liberal, human rights-focussed and democratic 

framework which multiculturalism was built on from the beginning. Simultaneously, the original idea of multiculturalism 
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continues to put strong emphasis on “building fairer and more inclusive democratic societies” and thereby fighting 

against previous unfair hierarchic relations that promoted exclusion. Where one might see multiculturalism as the 

allowance of specific cultural values that are deemed to be incompatible with liberal values, multiculturalism is much 

more about overcoming political and economic inequality. Moreover, and seen from a larger perspective, 

multiculturalism itself is a specific culture with its own language - “the language of human rights, civil-rights liberalism 

and democratic constitutionalism”, and precisely therefore it does the opposite of allowing illiberal values from 

minorities (Kymlicka 2012).  

Not only Kymlicka continues to see a future for multiculturalism; other scholars and opinion makers also accept the 

potential that multiculturalism can offer to contemporary societies. Tariq Modood, professor of Sociology at the 

University of Bristol, has stated that multiculturalism is not only “most timely and necessary”, but also the best approach 

to match with the ideals of egalitarianism. He specifically stresses the urgency to continue with a multiculturalism 

approach in order to accommodate Muslims in Western countries, while still being sufficiently strong to provide social 

cohesion. There are many diverse groups in society, and instead of denying this fact and forcing civic integration, the 

aim should be to develop positive group identities. Moreover, while accepting diversity, there should also be a shared 

concept of citizenship that allows a “continual remaking of national identity”. Where many think that multiculturalism 

is only about emphasising separatism and difference, it rather is about “creating a new, ongoing ‘we’ out of all the 

little, medium-sized and large platoons” that exist within a state (Modood 2007) (Modood 2011). Something similar 

has been argued by political theorist Bhikhu Parekh, who argues against the segregation critique on multiculturalism 

by stating that the philosophy of multiculturalism is not about “putting people into ethnic boxes”, but rather an 

approach in which various cultures “borrow” bits of other cultures and then merge them together. For this, 

multiculturalism requires individuals to “open themselves up to the influence of others and engage in a reflective and 

sometimes life enhancing dialogue with others” (Parekh 2005). This brings us back to one of the earlier discussed 

definitions of multiculturalism, which states that multiculturalism aims for the inclusion of the different views and beliefs 

of the diverse members within a society (Eagan 2015). 

Thus, while multiculturalism seem to be pushed away, there are strong arguments to bring new life to its philosophy 

of equality and strong commitment to human rights. However, even though there are strong ethical arguments to 

continue with the project of multiculturalism and its related pro-immigration view, I see a different issue that needs 

urgent attention if we want to keep multiculturalism alive. This challenge is found in an earlier mentioned requirement 

for multiculturalism: to make multiculturalism successful, individuals should be able to “open themselves up to the 

influence of others and engage in a reflective and sometimes life enhancing dialogue with others” (Parekh 2005). This 

ability leads us to the next part of this paper: intercultural skills. 

 

Multiculturalism on an individual level: Intercultural Skills 

In the first part of this paper I have discussed how multiculturalism has come into existence and how it has developed 

during the last decennia. I have also argued why we should not give up on its original idea and how it can still be a 

strong method to support diverse but equal societies. Following on this conclusion, multiculturalism can be used as 

an adequate tool to deal with the migration challenges of contemporary Western societies. However, so far, the 

analysis has mainly been focused on the macro level of politics, philosophy and sociology. Therefore, in the following 
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part of this paper, I will go deeper into the micro-level: how does multiculturalism work for individual citizens within a 

nation, and what does it require from them? 

Already in 1962, American social psychologist Gardner asked the question if and how it is possible for an expert of 

one culture to communicate with persons from another culture. Gardner came up with a skillset that can still be seen 

as the basis for successful ‘intercultural communication’: stability, extroversion, integrity and socialisation in universal 

values (Gardner 1962). Before going deeper into more extensively developed frameworks of intercultural skills and 

how they can be used for effective communication between different cultures, I will first shortly considerer the concept 

of communication in the general sense. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, communication is the “the 

imparting or exchanging of information by speaking, writing, or using some other medium” (Oxford Dictonary 2018). 

Within this exchange of information between two individuals, eight components are included: the sender, the 

message, the channel, the receiver, the response, the feedback, the environment and the (possible) noise. Without 

going into too much detail as most components can be considered self-evident, I will point out two components that 

are important to explain more deeply as they relate to what I will address later. Firstly, the receiver is – logically – the 

person who receives the message, but is also, more importantly, the component that gives meaning to the message 

by interpreting it in a certain way. Secondly, noise can be one of the biggest problems in communication. Noise can 

be the more obvious physical noise, but can also consist of psychological noise (the emotional state of the sender or 

receiver) or semantic noise (non-alignment of the language).  

The eight components of communication are not all-inclusive, as there is one more important component that has 

significant influence on how messages are being send and received. Culture provides “a set of standards that govern 

how, when, what and even why we communicate”. This relates to the more general definition of culture itself: “the 

rules for living and functioning in society”, which differ per culture. Thus, one has to know and understand the rules 

to be able to function (and thus communicate) correctly within a certain society. These cultural rules are the framework 

of how one can give meaning to events, objects and people. While the rules of your own culture are relatively easily 

integrated into your own conscious and sub-conscious throughout the duration of your life, understanding and 

adjusting to the rules of different cultures is much more challenging (McDaniel, Samovar and Porter 2010). After all, if 

you do not know the rules of a certain card game, how can you interpret the cards of the game or use the cards to 

make progress in the game? Noise will soon interfere between you and the different game players. When transferring 

this example to intercultural exchange, questions like the following ones arise: how do you act in certain situations? 

What is appropriate or not appropriate to do? How do you effectively transfer the message you want the receiver to 

understand when cultural differences might cause noise? Without knowing the rules, this might be an impossible task. 

Thus, to handle such questions effectively, one would need to know the rules, or in other words, should have the 

accurate set of intercultural skills or competences. A recent, well-known model that tries to conceptualize such 

competences has been developed by Darla Deardorff. Based on her research, she claims that one would need to 

possess the following aspects for successful intercultural communication: 

▪ Attitudes: respect, openness, curiosity and discovery 

▪ Knowledge: cultural self-awareness, culture-specific knowledge, deep cultural knowledge including 

understanding other world views and sociolinguistic awareness 

▪ Skills: observation, listening, evaluating, analysing, interpreting, and relating 
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When one would possess the ability to use all three aspects successfully, it would result in the following outcomes: 

▪ Internal outcome (internal capabilities of the individual):  

Flexibility, adaptability, an ethno-relative perspective and empathy 

▪ External outcome (external capabilities of the individual):  

The effective and appropriate behaviour and communication in intercultural situations (Deardorff 2006). 

Comparable results were found in a literature study on the different approaches on intercultural communication, 

which pointed out four more generalized behavioural attitudes for successful intercultural communication: (I) being 

able to manage psychological stress, (II) being able to communicate effectively, (III) being able to take advantage of 

the interface between different cultures and the knowledge that comes from different cultural orientations and (IV) 

being able to manage change in a borderless environment (Pusch 2009).  There are many more ideas of wat effective 

intercultural communication requires, but especially Deardorff’s model is considered a very clear and overarching 

model which includes many other studies.  

Looking at the different frameworks of intercultural competence, we can conclude that the successful exchange of 

information between two or more individuals from different cultures does not only require solid communicational 

competences that reach further than ‘regular’ communication within the same culture, but also demands strong 

interpersonal and psychological competences. Another study on intercultural skills even concluded that successful 

intercultural communication requires more than 50 different skills (Spitzberg 2009). Following on this, it is not strange 

that many scholars and professionals consider it a fact that some individuals have a stronger ability than others to use 

such skillsets to communicate with other cultures (Rathje 2007). In fact, research has shown that even international 

students who lived in cultures very different from their own did not necessarily gain stronger intercultural skills. 

Although there is various research with different result outcomes, one factor seems to be very important for the 

development of intercultural competence: the duration to which students were exposed to another culture. For 

instance, a 2005 research paper found that students who participated in a 4-week study abroad experience did not 

significantly improve their level of intercultural sensitivity (Anderson, et al. 2005). A 2004 research study also found 

limited evidence that either a 7-week or a semester-long language program in Mexico by US students produced a 

gain in intercultural sensitivity (Portillo 2004). This is in line with research focussed on students’ own perceptions, as 

they tend to rate their own cultural competences higher the more time they had spent abroad (Martin 1987). 

Consequently, research that focussed on students who stayed abroad for a longer time found clearer evidence of 

improved intercultural competence. For example, a different 2004 research paper showed that students participating 

in a semester-long programme abroad gained more intercultural sensitivity, and that students who did a year-long 

programme abroad showed even further development of intercultural competence (Engle and Engle 2004). 

The abroad programmes on which these studies focussed on are part of a larger trend in education: the 

internationalisation of the curriculum. Globalisation is one of the main factors why universities put more and more 

emphasis on the development of international competence; partly through such programmes, and partly through 

stimulating and guiding the development of students’ international skills at the universities themselves. The end-goal 

is to prepare students to be ‘global citizens’ in a globalized world (Leask 2015). This is the same course that many 

organisations have taken, where with the growth in global business, more attention is put on cross‐cultural service 
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encounters (Sizoo, Iskat and Serrie 2005). In this sector as well, much research has been done on how employees can 

develop intercultural skills.  

Thus, both in universities as in global organisations, many efforts are put in place to develop intercultural 

competences, and one thing has become clear from current research: it is not easy to do so, and it requires a lot of 

effort from the participant who is asked to develop their intercultural skills, even with training programmes, guidance 

and abroad experience. When we look back at the different frameworks that describe the many necessary conditions 

to be ‘culturally competent’, it makes sense that international students and professionals need to put a lot of effort 

and time into gaining sufficient intercultural competences. This leads me to the following part of this paper, where I 

will connect the micro level of intercultural skills with the challenges of multiculturalism.  

 

The need for a two-sided approach of multiculturalism 

Will Kymlicka argued that in an ideal situation, the macro- and micro level should work together to achieve a successful 

conception of citizenship. However, in the case of multiculturalism, a pressing question arises: if a multicultural state 

is accepted, who is responsible for such a multicultural state? A citizen might think that the state should adjust to 

match with the preferences of other cultures (i.e. creating new policies), but that she as a citizen does not have an 

obligation to become more intercultural herself (i.e. put effort in gaining more intercultural competence) (Kymlicka 

2003). Yet, in many European states, it seems that the liberal and progressive political parties already have pushed 

through the ideal of a situation in which both the state as well as the citizen are comfortable in dealing with diversity. 

For instance, German Chancellor Angela Merkel started a far-fetching welcoming approach for refugees from the 

Middle-East and North-Africa with her “wir schaffen das”, and other progressive European parties also offered large-

scale reception for the people coming to Europe in search for a better future (BBC News 2018) (Connolly 2016).  

Now, as I have shown earlier, there are strong ethical arguments for following such an approach. However, when 

considering Kymlicka’s insistence on alignment between the micro- and macro level, it is much more difficult to justify 

the practical requirements from current citizens for such openness1. After all, if Europe would follow Merkel’s approach, 

European citizens would be forced to interact with migrants who most likely come from very different cultures. This 

would require a wide range of intercultural skills, but as we have seen earlier, obtaining such skills is a far from being 

an easy task. If it even remains challenging to gain intercultural skills for internationally orientated students and 

professionals who have the (financial) means to develop them, how could a politician ask a citizen who is not active 

in international curriculums or organisations to gain intercultural competence, and following on this, how can it be 

required from a citizen to accept the arrival of many new cultures which might be very difficult to deal with?  

This is exactly the paradox that citizens face in contemporary liberal societies. On the one hand, from an ethical 

perspective, liberal states have strong obligations to open their borders for those who seek shelter from war, poverty 

and prosecution, and citizens can use such arguments to indeed accept Merkel’s approach. On the other hand, citizens 

who are faced with the small to large differences between their own culture and the cultures of the newcomers, are - 

despite their possible agreement with the ethical arguments – more sceptical towards an approach that allows more 

newcomers arriving. While the progressive, leftist voters might see such an attitude as prove that the right-wing voters 

                                                   
1 It is of course also very much challenging for newcomers; however, much literature has already been written about the challenges 

of integration. I will therefore not go into this in this paper. 
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are racist and selfish by simply not wanting people to enter their communities - because migrants would steal jobs 

and take many social issues with them -, research shows that it rather is the “lacking familiarity and fear of conflict 

over values and culture” (Schneider 2008). Still, as shown before, many right-wing populist parties throughout Europe 

make use of such fears and scepticism, as they argue for closing borders and sending back people to their home 

countries, and with this political discourse they still gain more votes and influence (Mral and Wodak 2013). However, I 

have already mentioned the negative consequences of not accepting refugees at all, and concluding from that, such 

a discourse does not take human rights into account. And even if current right-wing/populist political parties do not 

object to immigration as a whole, they often fanatically argue for civic integration and ‘shared citizenship’. While this 

discourse might still emphasize an inclusive national identity, it seems to favour assimilation over integration. As we 

have already seen in the beginning of this paper, this is also not a favourable approach of handling immigration, as it 

ignores the cultural heritage and strengths from the newcomers’ own cultures. 

Thus, from an ethical viewpoint, politics should argue against two extremes: (1) preventing immigration at all and 

(2) promoting a melting-pot society in which assimilation dominates. Both of these options cannot be justified from a 

liberal egalitarian perspective as it ignores the rights of the newcomers. However, multiculturalism in the shape it has 

taken from the 1980’s onwards has also not been successful due to its lack of efforts to support integration of 

newcomers. As a result, some groups of newcomers did not integrate, nor assimilate, and thus became isolated from 

their new society, which consequently led to the backslash against multiculturalism. At the same time, during the 

ongoing 'refugee crisis', current citizens are often left to fend for themselves, as is clearly put forward by an NGO on 

the Greek island of Lesbos, where many refugees have arrived since the war in Syria started: 

 

“Locals were overlooked. In neglecting their concerns, the seeds were sown for antipathy and intolerance 

towards refugees – sentiments exploited by an ascendant right and echoed across Europe by fear-

mongering politicians. In the end what we saw on this island was an invasion of good intention [..] By only 

focusing on the refugees and not the local community who were just as much a part of the crisis, it created 

polarisation.” (The Guardian 2018) 

 

Therefore, a renewed approach of multiculturalism is needed. Not only does this approach need to focus on the 

interests of the newcomers by helping with their integration and accepting their culture, it should also focus on the 

needs and difficulties of current citizens. Instead of only managing immigration through macro-policies focussed on 

creating shelters for receiving refugees and financing integration projects, governments should simultaneously provide 

more opportunities for cultural exchange, cultural education in schools and integrational projects involving not only 

volunteers and NGO’s, but also local people. Small NGO’s such as the Dutch organisation Movement on the Ground 

or the Spanish association Open Cultural Center have already started such an approach, as they are trying to form 

small-scale inclusive communities with space for diversity that can lead to mutual advantages: 

 

“On an island [Lesbos] with an unemployment rate of 25%, the Dutch group has employed ten locals, 

including teachers and sports coaches, who oversee computer classes, English classes and football training 

both for unaccompanied minors and the children of low-income locals” (The Guardian 2018). 
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Such an approach is also in line with current research, as it has been shown that more contact with migrants means 

more willingness to accept them (McLaren 2003). Consequently, more contact with new cultures can help to develop 

intercultural competence, and can thus create a snowball effect for both the integration and the acceptance of 

refugees. Hence, in this renewed approach of multiculturalism, the focus is on integration of the newcomers and 

simultaneously on supporting communication between the current citizens and the newcomers. 

However, with this new approach to multiculturalism, challenges would still be present. For instance, some 

differences in core cultural values might be too crucial to overcome. One might have gained all the intercultural skills 

that were listed earlier, but one can still have fundamental issues with a niqab or a man not shaking a woman’s hand. 

Yet, while such challenges need further investigation, I think it will already move the refugee debate substantially 

forward when more respect is shown for the demands, fears and doubts of current citizens and the underlying root 

causes. At the same time, at least some acceptance of such fundamental value differences might be achievable when 

the different groups possess a higher level of intercultural competence. 

Another challenge is that if politics can be successful in arranging a more two-side approach of immigration and 

thus multiculturalism, there remains an important question posed by Kymlicka about the tension between 

interculturalism and tokenism (Kymlicka 2003). Which knowledge should one be seeking about other cultures: the 

more superficial different characteristics such as food, clothes and traditions, or the more fundamental cultural 

differences such as religion, world view or politics? Firstly, a possible answer can be found in the specific cultural 

competences described earlier, as desired outcomes of sufficient intercultural skills are more deepened internal and 

external interpersonal aspects. Because of this, people might be able to focus on both the superficial aspects as well 

as the fundamental issues that may separate cultures. Secondly, while early research on intercultural communication 

mainly focussed on student exchange or international aid programmes, more recent research is also aimed at 

migration issues (Rathje 2007). Such research can also help in finding answers to these challenges within the new 

approach to multiculturalism. 

 

Conclusion 

Although challenges remain, I have shown that it is of high urgency for national and international governments to 

work towards the renewed concept of multiculturalism that I have proposed in this paper. Within this approach, much 

attention should be given to both the newcomers as well as to the current citizens. When doing so, Western societies 

shall be able to regain public support for allowing diversity in society, and therefore do not have to abandon their 

principles regarding human rights by giving in to the fears of cultural differences. After all, when accepting diversity 

and thus refugees, newcomers do not have to be abandoned and possibly left to die, or forced to assimilate and let 

go of their own cultural background. I belief that only via this two-sided approach it is possible to fulfil the original 

ideals of multiculturalism, in which a truly shared concept of citizenship allows a “continual remaking of national 

identity” with a focus on “creating a new, ongoing ‘we’ out of all the little, medium-sized and large platoons” that exist 

within a state.  

  



THE DEMANDINGNESS OF MULTICULTURALISM AND ITS FUTURE DISCOURSE 

11 

Bibliography 
 

ABC News. 2017. "Donald Trump's Mexico border wall prototypes take shape in San Diego." ABC News. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-

10-20/donald-trump-border-wall-models-take-shape-in-san-diego/9071032. 

Amnesty. 2016. "Hotspot Italy: How EU's flagship approach leads to violations of refugee and migrant rights." Amnesty International. 

Anderson, Phil, Leigh Lawton, Richard J. Rexeisen, and Ann C. Hubbard. 2005. "Short-Term Study Abroad and Intercultural Sensitivity: A 

Pilot Study." In International Journal of Intercultural Relations 30, 457-469. Elsevier. 

Baubock, Rainer. 2000. "Cherishing diversity and promoting political community." In Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and 

Political Theory, by Bhikhu Parekh, 109-115. London: Macmillan. 

BBC News. 2018. "Europe and nationalism: A country-by-country guide." https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-36130006. 

Carens, Joseph H. 1987. "Aliens and Citizens: The Case for Open Borders." In The Review of Politics, Vol 49, No. 2, 251-273. University of 

Notre Dame. 

Connolly, Kate. 2016. "Angela Merkel defends Germany's refugee policy after attacks." Berlin: The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jul/28/merkel-rejects-calls-to-change-germanys-refugee-policy-after-attacks. 

Deardorff, Darla K. 2006. "Intercultural Competence Model." In The Identification and Assessment of Intercultural Competence as a Student 

Outcome of Internationalization at Institutions of Higher Education in the United States, 241-266. Thousand Oaks. 

Eagan, Jennifer L. 2015. "Multiculturalism." Encyclopaedia Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/topic/multiculturalism. 

Engle, Lilli, and John Engle. 2004. "Assessing language acquisition and intercultural sensitivity development in relation to study abroad 

program design." In Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 219-236. The Forum on Education Abroad. 

Gardner, G.H. 1962. "Cross-cultural communication." In Journal of Social Psychology 58, 241-256. Taylor & Francis. 

Gaus, Gerald, Shane Courtland, and David Schmidtz. 2018. "Liberalism." The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2018 Edition). 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/liberalism/. 

IOM. 2018. "World Migration Report 2018." United Nations. 

Joppke, Christian. 2004. "The Retreat of Multiculturalism in the Liberal State: Theory and Practice." In The British Journal of Sociology 2004 

Volume 55 Issue 2. London: Blackwell Publishing. 

Kymlicka, Will. 2012. In Multiculturalism: Success, Failure, and the Future. Migration Policy Institute. 

Kymlicka, Will. 2003. "Multicultural States and Intercultural Citizens." In Theory and Research in Education, 147-169. London: SAGE 

Publications. 

Lamont, Julian, and Christi Favor. 2017. "Distributive Justice." The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/justice-distributive/#Difference. 

Leask, Betty. 2015. "Internationalizing the Curriculum." London: Routledge. 

Martin, Judith N. 1987. "The relationship between student sojourner perceptions of intercultural competencies and previous sojourn 

experience." In International Journal of Intercultural Relations Volume 11, Issue 4, 337-355. 

McDaniel, Edwin R., Larry A. Samovar, and Richard E. Porter. 2010. "Approaches to Intercultural Communication." In Intercultural 

Communication: A Reader 13th Edition, 1-18. Wadsworth. 



THE DEMANDINGNESS OF MULTICULTURALISM AND ITS FUTURE DISCOURSE 

12 

McLaren, Lauren M. 2003. "Anti-Immigrant Prejudice in Europe: Contact, Threat Perception, and Preferences for the Exclusion of Migrants." 

In Social Forces, Volume 81, Issue 3, 909-96. The University of North Carolina Press. 

Modood, Tariq. 2007. "Multiculturalism: a civic idea." 14. Polity Press. 

Modood, Tariq. 2011. "Multiculturalism: not a minority problem." The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/feb/07/multiculturalism-not-minority-problem. 

Moran, Marie. 2018. "Identity and Identity Politics: A Cultural Materialist History." In Historical Materialism, Volume 26, Issue 2, 21 – 45. 

Historical Materialism. 

Mral, Brigitte, and Ruth Wodak. 2013. "Right-Wing Populism in Europe: Politics and Discourse." Bloomsbury . 

Oxford Dictonary. 2018. "Communication." Oxford. https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/communication. 

Parekh, Bhikhu. 2005. "The curry house waiter and other problems." The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/aug/01/philosophy. 

Portillo, Adriana Medina López. 2004. "Intercultural learning assessment: The link between program duration and the development of 

intercultural sensitivity." In The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 179-199. The Forum on Education Abroad. 

Pusch, Margaret D. 2009. "The Interculturally Competent Global Leader." In The SAGE Handbook of Intercultural Competence, 66-72. SAGE 

Publications. 

Rathje, Stefanie. 2007. "Intercultural Competence: The Status and Future of a Controversial Concept." In Language and Intercultural 

Communication. IALIC. 

Rorty, Richard. 1997. "A Cultural Left." In Achieving our Country, 80-83. Harvard University Press. 

Schneider, Silke L. 2008. "Anti-Immigrant Attitudes in Europe: Outgroup Size and Perceived Ethnic Threat." In European Sociological 

Review, Volume 24, Issue 1, 53-67. Oxford University Press. 

Sizoo, Steve, Wilfried Iskat, and Hendrick Serrie. 2005. "The effect of intercultural sensitivity on employee performance in cross‐cultural 

service encounters." In Journal of Services Marketing Vol. 19, 245-255. Emerald Group Publishing Limited. 

Song, Sarah. 2016. "Multiculturalism." The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2017 Edition). 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/multiculturalism/#ClaMul. 

Spitzberg, Brian H. 2009. "A Model of Intercultural Communication Competence."  

The Guardian. 2018. "'Lesbos deserves better': pioneering aid project unites locals and migrants." The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2018/nov/18/lesbos-deserves-better-pioneering-aid-project-unites-locals-and-

migrants. 

The Guardian. 2018. "Separation at the border: children wait in cages at south Texas warehouse." The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/jun/17/separation-border-children-cages-south-texas-warehouse-holding-facility. 

Vertovec, Steven, and Susanne Wessendorf. 2010. "The Multiculturalism Backlash: European Discourses, Policies and Practices." Routledge. 

 


