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Abstract  Globalization is bringing about a new paradigm of super-diversity 
which is resulting in all societies becoming more culturally diverse. 
Interculturalism, as a new model which responds to this increasing diversity, 
rejects all forms of discrimination based on differences, instead embracing 
reciprocity and accommodation. Interculturalism theory is characterized by 
integration, cohesion, and intercultural dialogue. Compared to multiculturalism 
theory, interculturalism theory discusses how to make a society more cohesive 
and accommodate people from different cultures. Interculturalism features a 
stronger sense of whole. Therefore, in intercultural education, intercultural 
competence is highlighted in order to catalyze dialogue between people from 
different groups. Interculturalism has a role in increasing the current level of 
diversity within contemporary Chinese society. Furthermore, Confucius’ ideal of 
Great Harmony, which values integration while respecting differences, echoes 
the tenets of interculturalism. In conclusion, interculturalism can serve as an 
effective theory for cultivating a shared society. 
 
Keywords  Chinese society, intercultural education, interculturalism theory, 
multiculturalism theory 

Introduction 

Globalization is bringing about a new era of transnational relationships and 
pervasive international communications, thereby impacting local identities, 
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values, and cultures (Stromquist & Monkman, 2014). As is evident in the 
contemporary world of increasing interconnection and dynamism, multicultural 
societies are a new reality, and the prevalent thought is that all societies will 
inevitably become more culturally diverse (Bouchard, 2011; Cantle, 2013; 
Stromquist & Monkman, 2014). Given this context, many scholars argue that 
interculturalism will be a new model for mediating changes within diverse 
societies (Bouchard, 2011; Cantle, 2013, Nagle, 2009; Peters & Besley, 2012).  

The concept of interculturalism can be traced back to 1959, mostly in relation 
to educational programming. Interculturalism creates a culture of openness, 
discussion, and challenges in the relationship between two cultures, and deals 
with power structures by which the autonomy and empowerment of one culture 
is affected by other cultures (Chin, 1989). Intercultural scholars believe different 
cultures should be open to one another, and stress the efficacy of taking 
democratic and liberal approaches to understanding this new era (James, 2008; 
Nagle, 2009; Peters & Besley, 2012). Peters and Besley (2012) illustrate how 
interculturalism has become increasingly associated with presuppositions of 
freedom, democracy, and human rights. Communication, dialogue, and 
interaction are other essential characteristics that focus on exchanges and 
reciprocal understanding between people from different cultures. Nagle (2009) 
explains that interculturalism supports cross-cultural dialogues and challenges 
self-segregation tendencies within certain cultures.  

In the past few years, due to a large number of immigrants and an increasingly 
diverse society, interculturalism has been used as a primary model in European 
countries and cities (Bouchard, 2011; Meer & Modood, 2012a; Taylor, 2012), as 
well as by global organizations (James, 2008). For example, both the Council of 
Europe and UNESCO employ interculturalism as a model of integration. 

A number of researchers have explored the principles and characteristics of 
interculturalism by discussing its basic elements such as integration and cohesion 
(Bouchard, 2011; Cantle, 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Gundara, 2000). Bouchard (2011) 
describes how interculturalism supports the position that integration is respectful 
of individuals’ differences. Cantle (2012a, 2012b, 2013) and Thomas (2011) 
articulate the concept of “community cohesion” and the characteristics of a 
cohesive community. Some scholars focus on contrasting interculturalism with 
multiculturalism, and suggest that the former is more suitable for contemporary 
society than the latter (Antonsich, 2016; Cantle, 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Meer & 
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Modood, 2012b). Meer and Modood (2012a) argue that even though 
multiculturalism may draw some ideas from interculturalism, the former is not an 
alternative policy or a philosophy that is meant to displace the latter. Wieviorka 
(2012) claims that it may be possible to envision interculturalism as 
complementary to multiculturalism. However, a literature review indicates that 
there is less study on the development of interculturalism and how the concept 
applies to increasingly diverse homogenous countries or societies. To fill this gap, 
this article provides a comprehensive examination on the development of the 
theory of interculturalism and its suitability and application in China. The 
purposes are to: 

(1) Identify the roots, principles, and characteristics of interculturalism theory; 
(2) Introduce intercultural education practices worldwide; 
(3) Discuss the similarities and differences between interculturalism theory 

and multiculturalism one; and 
(4) Explore the application of interculturalism theory within Chinese society. 
For the purposes above, I first explore the paradigm of super-diversity, which 

sets a realistic foundation for interculturalism theory, followed by an examination 
on the principles and characteristics of interculturalism theory as posited in the 
literature, so that readers may gain a comprehensive view of the theoretical 
conversations taking place. Interculturalism rejects all discrimination based on 
differences, and instead embraces reciprocity and accommodation. Thus, 
interculturalism theory is characterized by integration, cohesion, and intercultural 
dialogue. Furthermore, I introduce the practice of intercultural education from 
the perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy. 

Second, I compare interculturalism theory with multiculturalism theory by 
discussing their similarities and differences. Based on the principles of mutual 
respect and equality, both interculturalism and multiculturalism theories are 
concerned with diversity issues in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, religion, etc. 
As a result, these theories seek appropriate ways to reconcile cultural diversity as 
an enduring form of social unity. However, compared to multiculturalism theory, 
interculturalism theory stresses that globalization, diversity, and difference no 
longer exist only between minority and majority groups, but can also be 
identified among diverse groups. Thus, interculturalism theory does not highlight 
differences which are often stressed in multiculturalism theory. Instead, 
interculturalism theory treats people’s identity as complex and fluid, and aims to 
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demolish the minority-majority dichotomy often employed by multiculturalism 
theory. In addition, interculturalism theory prioritizes the building of an 
integrated, cohesive, and shared society. 

Finally, the fundamental focus of this investigation is the application of 
interculturalism theory in Chinese society in comparison with Confucius’ Great 
Harmony (大同, Datong), which values integration while respecting differences. 
This echoes the tenets of interculturalism. 
 
The Paradigm of Super-Diversity 
 
Currently, interculturalism is employed by many countries as a model to mediate 
changes in social conditions and cultural diversity. When referring to a specific 
nation, Bouchard (2011) suggests using the term “paradigm” to describe 
conditions of a particular society. He argues that paradigms shape the structure of 
national public debate, determine the basic issues, and promote the policies and 
programs of the state. Bouchard (2011) and Goodhart (2006) define five 
paradigms of diversity: diversity, homogeneity, multi-polarity, majority/minority 
duality, and mixture. The paradigm of diversity posits that a nation is composed 
of a collection of individuals and ethnocultural groups placed on an equal footing 
and protected by same laws, with no recognition of majority/minority 
dichotomies. This paradigm can be found in the United States, Australia, and 
Canada. The paradigm of homogeneity asserts cultural similarities in both public 
and private spheres. Nations in this paradigm include Japan and Russia. The 
paradigm of multi-polarity refers to societies composed of two or more national 
groups. Officially, the main national groups are granted a kind of permanence. 
The culture of such group can be regarded as the national culture. For example, 
nations with multi-polarity include Malaysia and Singapore. In a paradigm of 
duality, diversity is conceived as a relationship between majority and minority 
groups, with the culture of the majority described as “foundational” (Bouchard, 
2011, p. 442). Minorities from a recent or distant period of immigration face 
assimilation into the majority group. This paradigm is widespread when referring 
to indigenous communities. The paradigm of mixture is based on the idea that the 
cultural diversity of a nation will progressively decrease until it eventually 
creates a new culture separated from its composing elements. This paradigm was 
primarily present in Latin America. 
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While the societies of different countries can be defined with various 
paradigms. Many traditionally homogenous countries are becoming more diverse 
due to globalization. For example, Kim (2014) indicates that South Korea is no 
longer a homogeneous society, as it is becoming more diverse with immigrants, 
multicultural families, and migrant marriages because of globalization. 
Parmenter (1999) argues that the increasing number of children having one or 
two non-Japanese parents makes Japan more multicultural, thereby challenging 
the traditional “Japanese people”-focused education. Similar paradigm 
transformation can also be identified in countries like South Africa and Mexico. 
As international globalization brings with it “super diversity” (Cantle, 2011), it is 
reasonable to claim that the paradigm of diversity will become mainstream 
worldwide. 

Globalization has created an era of “super diversity,” during which most 
societies have become far more dynamic and complex. New technologies 
accelerate international communication and border-crossings; labor and financial 
markets stretch to every corner of the world, and people absorb multiple and 
changeable identities. Thus, each country finds that its population is increasingly 
made up of people from many different cultures, nationalities, faiths, and ethnic 
backgrounds. In a word, societies are becoming super-diverse (Cantle, 2012a, 
2012b, 2013). As super-diversity points to complex and multiple patterns of 
cultural formation, intercultural scholars argue that diversity becomes an 
unprecedented challenge for current societies (Antonsich, 2016; Bouchard, 2011; 
Cantle, 2012a; Meer & Modood, 2012a, 2012b). In this context, the term 
diversity conveys two ideas. First, diversity is not only related to minority groups 
as majority cultural groups are equal stakeholders. In addition, it also includes 
demographic projections that minorities will outnumber the dominant population, 
and diversity itself will become mainstream. Second, ensuing from this 
demographic scenario, the use of tolerance in approaching diversity requires 
more attention. At this point, Brown (2009) argues that while tolerance itself is 
problematic, it should be considered more comprehensively. 

Globalization and super-diversity set the stage for interculturalism to operate 
as a model to manage diversity, coexisting traditions and cultures by highlighting 
cohesion and a “shared society.” Models provide frameworks and strategies for 
social issues, and tend to follow paradigms. According to Bouchard (2011), the 
model of interculturalism can be said to operate on two levels. One is a 
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macrosocial level, where the model seeks to define principles and general 
guidelines for cohesion and integration. The second level is microsocial, wherein 
the model seeks to refer to neighborhoods, community relations, and the daily 
life of institutions, such as schools and workplaces. On the macrosocial level, 
cohesion and integration are respectful of diversity and avoid assimilation. Thus, 
paradigms and models become intertwined. On one hand, paradigms and models 
are the result of a collective national choice that can be changed. On the other 
hand, a paradigm can accommodate more than one model, and a nation can 
simultaneously subscribe to two or more paradigms. 

While interculturalism theory takes shape within the duality paradigm and 
builds upon some elements of race, ethnicity, gender, or other focus of 
multiculturalism theory, it has arisen as a model in response to more than cultural 
majority and minority tensions, as an aspect at the center of multiculturalism 
theory (Nagle, 2009). As a new model that follows the super-diversity paradigm, 
interculturalism has been championed most prominently by the Council of 
Europe, especially through its White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue (2008) that 
places an emphasis on intercultural dialogue. Cantle (2011) argues that as 
globalization makes the world more inter-connected and creates super-diversity, 
interculturalism will become a more applicable theory. In other words, 
interculturalism is emerging and developing as the paradigm of super-diversity 
for many nations. 

Interculturalism Theory: Two Basic Principles 

Intercultural theorists conclude that there are two basic principles of 
interculturalism theory (Bouchard, 2011; Cantle, 2012a; Gundara, 2000; 
Zapata-Barrero, 2015). Firstly, interculturalism is a model that incorporates a 
number of different societal components, and rejects all discrimination based on 
differences. Identity and a sense of belonging are the basic elements of 
interculturalism theory. Due to globalization and the increasing communication 
between different cultures, for example, national or international marriage, 
traveling, and migration, identity is increasingly complex and transitory (Cantle, 
2012a, 2012b; Gundara, 2000). Identity, in this case, does not fundamentally 
regard past heritage, but is a new dynamic concept. Fanshawe and Sriskandarajah 
(2010) claim that “even each categorization that we rely on (for example, 
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“black,” “gay,” “Asian” or “disabled”) no longer seems to be able to tell us much 
about who people are…who they identify with…” (p. 5). These changing 
national and international contexts therefore reform notions of identity. In 
addition, interculturalism seeks to foster a sense of belonging as citizenship of a 
state and national cultures. Considering that diversity is basically an asset and 
opportunity to promote individual and social development, interculturalism 
theory operates as a bridging strategy that promotes mutual development 
interaction between people with common interests and different backgrounds 
(Zapata-Barrero, 2015). In this sense, it is a campaign for the sense of belonging. 

Interculturalism rejects all discrimination based on differences. Sharing a basic 
principle with multiculturalism theory, interculturalism insists that cultural 
differences in race, ethnicity, faith, religion, and gender should be valued and 
respected (Banks & McGee Banks, 2005). Interculturalism theorists contend that 
people from varied backgrounds should have an equal access to life opportunities. 
While respecting cultural difference, interculturalism does not consider 
differences as a priority over other elements. Intercultural scholars argue that too 
much positive recognition of cultural differences will encourage people from 
different cultures to retreat into their community of origin (Barrett, 2013; Sen, 
2006; Taylor, 2012). This retreat can be accelerated by the diversification of 
society, leading to the inclination of more people to retreat into their own identity. 
Barrett (2013) makes the point that group isolation hinders a two-way 
conversation with the majority culture, and the right to be equal can be 
overshadowed by the right to be different. 

Secondly, interculturalism embraces a principle of reciprocity and 
demonstrates accommodation. Interculturalism is based on a principle of 
reciprocity, meaning that newcomers, members of the host society, and people 
from different groups all share an important responsibility. This reciprocity 
features an awareness of common basic values which is necessary in a society 
characterized by interdependency and pluralism (Gundara, 2000). 
“Interdependency requires mutual respect, including openness to criticism, when 
these values prove incompatible with other belief systems. There is, therefore, a 
need to build a framework for a set of common basic values and a curriculum 
relevant for education in a diverse society” (Gundara, 2000, p. 148). With 
interdependency and pluralism, people from different groups can contribute their 
value systems within a shared society. Furthermore, the principle of reciprocity 
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highlights ideas of citizenship of trust, rights, and responsibilities (CIC, 2007). 
In interculturalism theory, accommodation is defined as adjustments to the 

administration of certain norms or rules for certain individuals or groups that are 
traditionally placed outside of mainstream culture (Bouchard, 2011). 
Accommodation is neither a privilege nor something designed solely for certain 
groups of people. It aims to allow all citizens to benefit from the same rights 
without cultural affiliation. Thus, interculturalism theory attempts to move 
beyond the majority/minority dichotomy. Cantle (2012b, 2013) and Taylor (2012) 
argue that the majority/minority dichotomy overshadows disputes and conflicts 
between different traditional minorities; interculturalism can critique cultures and 
place more emphasis on protecting individual rights. Many current incidents 
involve conflicts between traditional minority groups. For example, a police 
officer named Peter Liang was recently convicted of manslaughter for killing an 
African-American in New York. Chinese-American Peter Liang and his white 
patrol partner were conducting a patrol when suddenly an African-American, 
Akai Gurley, walked down the stairs. Officer Liang shot and the bullet ricocheted 
off a wall and hit Akai Gurley. After hearing the verdict, Chinese-Americans 
protested that Officer Liang was accused while white officers who have 
committed the same crime did not face imprisonment. At the same time, people 
from black communities have condemned Chinese-American discrimination 
against black people in expecting them to be criminals. Similar cases include the 
tension of homosexual marriage in the Muslim community.  

In general, the majority/minority dichotomy “lends itself to illiberality and 
relativism,” especially when religion is perceived to take a conservative line on 
issues of gender equality, sexual orientation, and progressive politics (Meer & 
Modood, 2012b, p. 33). 

Characteristics of Interculturalism Theory 

Interculturalism theory is characterized by integration, cohesion, and intercultural 
dialogue (Cantle, 2012b; Gundara, 2000; Muir, 2007). These concepts are not 
mutually exclusive but function holistically within a shared society. Integration is 
concerned with awareness, the first step that accommodates conflicts and 
tensions between different groups based on common values; cohesion is 
practice-oriented, providing diverse cultures with shared goals and practices. 
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Thus, intercultural dialogue is an avenue to improve people’s intercultural 
competence so that they know how to participate in a cohesive community. 
 
Integration for Accommodation 
 
Interculturalism firstly operates as a model for integration and the management 
of cultural diversity (Emerson, 2011). Taylor (2012) claims that the prefix 
“‘inter’ invokes more the facet of integration” (p. 416). Integration in 
interculturalism rejects assimilation. It engages all citizens, operates on many 
levels (individual, community, institutional, etc.), and works in multiple 
dimensions (economy, culture, society, etc.). At this point, integration is different 
from “integrationism,” which is defined by Bouchard (2011) as forms of 
integration that are not respectful of diversity. Integration is based on common 
basic values which deal with the relations among people, between people and 
culture, and between people and nature (Gundara, 2000). These relations can be 
marred by societal inequalities, domination, and subordination and lead to the 
rise of counterforces that violate common values. Gundara (2000) argues that the 
education of integration can promote interactions with common values. He 
articulates that “An educational model based on integrating the different 
purposes of education would, for example, foster the development of values and 
the promotion of positive human behavior. Such an integrative approach would 
enhance the utility of education” (p. 147). 

Integration also means that interculturalism takes into account the context and 
future of the traditional majority culture (Bouchard, 2011; Cantle, 2012a; Taylor, 
2012). Interculturalism seeks to care for the future of the traditional majority 
culture as much as that of minority cultures, and it is essentially a search for 
conciliation. As interculturalism attempts to dismantle the majority/minority 
dichotomy, the former majority is now considered as one of the diverse groups in 
a framework of diversity and integration. Integration in interculturalism seeks 
harmonization through mutual adjustment according to the principle of 
reciprocity, and favors a type of pluralism in which diverse cultures coexist. In 
other words, integration regards diversity as the mainstream. 
 
Cohesion for Practice 
 
Cohesion is another important characteristic of interculturalism. Integration deals 
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with accommodations between different groups, and cohesion sets goals so that 
people from different groups can contribute their backgrounds as part of a shared 
society. Bouchard (2011) maintains that interculturalism “endorses the rather 
widely accepted idea that an official language, legal framework, and territorial 
unity are not sufficient to make a cohesive nation—they must be combined with 
a symbolic element that helps foster identity, collective memory, and belonging” 
(p. 440). This statement stresses the basic elements of cohesion: Common vision 
and a sense of belonging, appreciation for the diversity of people’s different 
backgrounds that provide equal life opportunities, the development of positive 
relationships nationwide, and the cooperation of people from different groups 
toward shared goals.  

Thus, cohesion is practical, and specific programs are established to realize 
cohesion. One practice is the program of community cohesion. Cantle (2012b) 
defines a community cohesion program as one which has “attempted to build 
understanding between different groups and to build mutual trust and respect by 
breaking down stereotypes and misconceptions about the ‘other’ ” (p. 91). An 
integrated and cohesive community is based on three foundations: people from 
different backgrounds having similar life opportunities; people knowing their 
rights and responsibilities; people trusting one another and trusting local 
institutions to act fairly. Specific examples include a UK community 
program—in workplaces, schools, and neighborhoods—established in 2002. One 
noteworthy practice of this program is the organization of campaigns in which 
people from a range of backgrounds contribute to a certain area. 

Muir (2007) shows that, with community cohesion, people are able to relate to 
one another in their everyday lives, particularly in diverse regions where citizens 
from different groups can feel they share something in common. Community 
cohesion is a comprehensive embodiment of intercultural tenets that can operate 
in various layers. For example, university students from different cultures might 
offer their ideas on how to build a more intercultural campus through student 
associations or organizations. 

 
Intercultural Dialogue as an Avenue 
 
Interculturalism proposes that the rights of different groups, as well as social 
cohesion, can be safeguarded through intercultural dialogue, which needs to take 
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place within the context of the universal values of human dignity, human rights, 
and the rule of law (Barrett, 2011). Intercultural dialogue is an instrumental 
component of interculturalism that contributes to and fosters understanding of 
others. Cantle (2012b) argues that intercultural dialogue “has certainly helped to 
challenge ‘otherness’ in a spirit of openness, utilizing processes of interaction, 
and is an important and instrumental part of interculturality” (p. 143). Penas 
Ibáñez and López Sáenz (2006) claim that “interculturalism involves moving 
beyond mere passive acceptance of a multicultural fact of multiple cultures 
effectively existing in a society and instead promotes dialogue and interaction 
between cultures” (p. 15). Intercultural dialogue is an essential avenue of 
interculturalism to achieve cohesion. At the heart of intercultural dialogue is the 
reduction of prejudice, which is defined as bias that can negatively impact on 
social cohesion (Meer & Modood, 2012b). Through intercultural dialogue, 
members of different groups collaborate toward common goals based on an equal 
footing and that leads to reduced intergroup prejudice. Thus, intercultural 
theorists place an emphasis on the promotion of intercultural dialogue, 
interaction, and exchanges, not only in schools, workplaces, and communities, 
but also at the organizational, institutional, and international levels (Barrett, 2011; 
Gundara, 2000). 

Practices of Intercultural Education 

Intercultural education offers a robust concept to ground a framework for 
teaching culturally- and linguistically-diverse learners (Gundara & Portera, 2008). 
Portera (2008) explains, “Today, ‘intercultural education’ and ‘intercultural 
pedagogy’ are regarded as a more appropriate response to the new context of 
globalization and the increasing convergence of different languages, religions, 
cultural behaviors and ways of thinking” (p. 484). Specifically for teachers, 
intercultural education focuses on formulating intercultural teaching competence 
(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; MacPherson, 2010). MacPherson (2010) argues 
that these competencies include teachers’ attitudes, cultural responsiveness, 
curriculum and instruction, intercultural communication, and critical orientations. 
Attitudes refer to teachers’ empathy, which increases sensitivity to teach in 
intercultural contexts. Cultural responsiveness is based on the same concept of 
multiculturalism: Teachers should be knowledgeable about students’ cultures, 
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caring, and have high expectations for all students (Gay, 2002). Curriculum and 
instruction highlight the direct and supported cross-cultural contact and 
experiences (Wihak & Merali, 2007). Intercultural communication requires that 
teachers learn applicable skills, such as intercultural instructional conversation 
(Téllez, 2008) and cross-cultural listening. Finally, critical perspectives help 
teachers to be more aware of their power and privilege. 

The implementation of intercultural education throughout the formal 
educational system is important to equip individuals with the intercultural 
competence required to participate in respectful intercultural dialogue. 
Intercultural competence is an individual’s world view about how a person 
perceives and responds to cultural differences, or their capacity to shift cultural 
perspectives and adapt to behaviors of cultural commonalities and differences 
(Deardorff, 2006; Dejaeghere & Cao, 2009). In intercultural education, both 
teachers and students can expose themselves to intercultural issues so that their 
intercultural competence can be improved for better intercultural dialogue. 
Specifically, an intercultural classroom creates space and time necessary to 
sensitively discuss different backgrounds, cultures, family structures, and 
abilities. Intercultural competence allows diverse classroom groups to work 
together on the same task (Ponciano & Shabazian, 2012). Specific examples 
include a community program in the UK that has been running since 2002 in 
workplaces and schools, as well as within neighborhoods. One noteworthy 
practice of this program is the organization of campaigns in which people from a 
range of backgrounds offer their contributions to a certain area. 

Interculturalism Theory and Multiculturalism Theory 

Interculturalism theory has often been compared to multiculturalism theory by 
both its supporters and opponents. Some interculturalism theorists argue that in 
this new era in which globalization and super-diversity have emerged, 
multiculturalism theory is no longer appropriate and attention should be shifted 
to interculturalism (Cantle, 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Taylor, 2012). Others think 
interculturalism theory and multiculturalism theory are two distinct approaches 
to the negotiation of cultural difference by and within liberal democracies that 
cannot supplant one another (Levey, 2012; Meer & Modood, 2012a, 2012b; 
Wieviorka, 2012). In general, given their shared elements and related critiques, 
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the two theories have distinct principle and feature. 
 
A Shared Question: How to Live Together in Diversity 
 
While conveying different ideas and tenets, both interculturalism and 
multiculturalism theories are utilized to answer a same question: How do we live 
together in diversity? Antonsich (2016) articulates that as societies are becoming 
increasingly diverse, both theories discuss this central question. To answer this 
question, they share a principle of respecting differences, equality, and other 
basic elements. 

Both interculturalism and multiculturalism maintain that diverse groups should 
have equal rights. Multiculturalism theory focuses on the creation of equal 
educational opportunities and positive attitudes toward differences (Banks & 
McGee Banks, 2005). Multiculturalism advocates for a society in which there is 
no discrimination and prejudice. Neither the colonial past nor the social majority 
should privilege certain cultural groups, since each cultural heritage is valuable 
and unique (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 2005). Based on these premises, 
Ponciano and Shabazian (2012) argue that interculturalism shares the spirit and 
adds a new layer to addressing diversity through its attention to the 
bi-directionality of the authentic exchange of cultural contexts. In 
interculturalism theory, as illustrated in the previous section, a noteworthy 
principle is that interculturalism is a model that incorporates a number of 
different societal components, and rejects all discrimination based on differences. 
In a cohesive community framed by interculturalism theory, people from 
different groups enjoy equal rights and their cultures are valued (Cantle, 2012a, 
2012b, 2013). 

On the other hand, the principle of respecting differences and equality is 
embodied in language, cultural heritage, custom, and other forms of diversity. 
Duarte and Smith (2000) describe the basic themes and future directions of 
multicultural education in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual 
orientation, etc. Multiculturalism theory focuses on these themes by justifying 
how cultural minorities are oppressed by the majority. Similarly, interculturalism 
theory explores how people with different forms of diversity can interact and 
communicate so that they can cocreate a shared society. In other words, both 
theories have the same target and discuss the issues present within the same 
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groups of people. 
Modood and Meer (2012) conclude that the debate around interculturalism 

theory versus multiculturalism theory is “one strand of wider discussion on the 
proper ways of reconciling cultural diversity with enduring forms of social unity” 
(p. 233). As two models coping with diversity issues, both interculturalism and 
multiculturalism have their practical significance and applications in specific 
social contexts. 

 
Different Attitudes and Trajectories on Difference 
 
While interculturalism theory and multiculturalism theory share common 
principles and elements, they are distinct frameworks and possess different 
attitudes towards the concept of difference itself. Thus, the two models employ 
various trajectories to fulfill their claims and ideas. Specifically, they debate the 
concept of difference, the minority/majority dichotomy, and related educational 
practices. 

Firstly, the concept of difference is distinctly positioned in interculturalism 
theory and multiculturalism theory. Multiculturalism, which is often described as 
a “salad bowl” or “cultural mosaic,” promotes maintaining the distinctiveness of 
multiple cultures and rejecting cultural assimilation and racial segregation 
(McCormick, 1984). The concept of difference is highlighted by multiculturalism, 
and people are encouraged to demonstrate and maintain their cultural differences. 
On the contrary, interculturalism theorists criticize the point that too much 
positive recognition of cultural differences can lead people from different 
cultures to retreat into their community of origins. Taylor (2012) argues that 
focusing on differences can overshadow the equal communication between 
groups and claims, “in short, that it encourages ghettoization” (p. 414). 
Intercultural theorists think that as society becomes more diverse, people are 
more inclined to retreat into their own identity. Moreover, multiculturalism could 
accelerate this retreat due to its emphasis on cultural differences (Barrett, 2013; 
Cantle, 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Sen, 2006; Taylor, 2012). Rather than putting an 
emphasis on difference, interculturalism theory advances cohesion and 
integration by avenues of intercultural dialogue. 

Another aspect of the issue of difference is the understanding of identity. 
Supporters of interculturalism think multiculturalism has positioned identity as 
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fixed and ascribed (Barrett, 2013; Cantle, 2012a, 2012b, 2013). According to 
intercultural theory, identity is increasingly complex and transitory; no individual 
fully represents an ethnicity or race. As a result, identity itself is always changing. 
Having people from different identity groups in the same society can result in the 
growth of “mixed race” or multiple identity groups. At the same time, the growth 
of mixed race groups and national or international marriage suggest that identity 
is not static and bounded. Multiculturalism, on the contrary, attempts to reinforce 
the fixed conception of identity, therefore protecting and stereotyping minority 
groups (Gundara, 2000; Fanshawe & Sriskandarajah, 2010). 

Secondly, interculturalism theory aims to demolish the minority/majority 
dichotomy at the center of multiculturalism. Cantle (2012b) articulates that 
“difference no longer revolves around the interface between minorities and the 
majority community” (p. 3). Hammer (2004) maintains that, as opposed to a 
multicultural framework, one of the implications of an intercultural human right 
is that culture is acting in a multi-directional manner. Thus, culture is not only 
fulfilling a function of preserving minority group rights, but also plays an 
influential role in the makeup of the claim and the ensuing response. 
Interculturalism does not recognize the minority/majority dichotomy; instead, it 
is concerned with the equal rights of different groups.  

Due to globalization and super-diversity, interculturalism theorists hold that 
interculturalism manifests itself within a new context of globalization in which 
the former barriers between the minority and majority extend among more 
different groups (Cantle, 2012b). Thus, interculturalism seeks to replace 
multiculturalism and provide a new paradigm for thinking about globalization 
and super-diversity. This perspective maintains that the minority/majority 
dichotomy has simply not adapted to the new diversity because it continues to 
regard the minority-majority relationship between communities within one nation 
as the driving force of differences. In other words, minority-majority 
relationships are not deciding differences, and tensions between minorities can 
arise as well (Cantle, 2012a; Taylor, 2012). Barrett (2013) argues that the 
minority/majority dichotomy isolates each specific cultural group, and this 
hinders a two-way conversation with the majority culture. 

Interculturalism places more emphasis on the importance of dialogue and 
communication among groups than multiculturalism (Levey, 2012). 
Acknowledging and focusing on communication and interaction between 
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different cultural groups, interculturalism aims to build trust and understanding 
beyond national boundaries by changing mindsets and creating new opportunities 
across cultures to support intercultural activity. This process requires thinking, 
planning, and acting interculturally. All nations are closely connected, and the 
issues formerly addressed by multiculturalism in one society are now more 
global in scope. 

Finally, due to the different understanding of difference and minority-majority 
relationships, the emphasis and value of education practices vary in 
interculturalism theory and multiculturalism theory. Feng (2009) argues that 
while in some educational contexts one often finds that multiculturalism and 
interculturalism are used interchangeably as concepts opposed to 
monoculturalism or cultural assimilation, and that to address political and 
sociocultural dimensions in learning and teaching, these two concepts have 
different emphases. Multicultural education concentrates on the equal rights of 
cultural minorities and includes more critical and social justice issues (Banks, 
2013). Referring to specific ideas, Banks and McGee Banks (2005) argue that, 
“Multicultural education incorporates the idea that all students—regardless of 
their gender, sexual orientation, social class and ethnic, racial, or cultural 
characteristics—should have an equal opportunity to learn in school” (p. 3). Thus, 
multicultural education students are encouraged to glorify their own cultural 
heritage and equal rights, and fight against prejudice and discrimination. 
Compared to multicultural education, intercultural education focuses on 
promoting different people and cultures, and fostering students’ ability to conduct 
intercultural communication and dialogue (Gundara, 2000; Ponciano & 
Shabazian, 2012). As discussed before, in intercultural education, teachers 
expose students to intercultural issues to improve students’ intercultural 
competence for better intercultural dialogue.  

In conclusion, while multiculturalism theory discusses the disparity between 
minority and majority groups, interculturalism theory is basically concerned with 
how to make a society more cohesive with “a stronger sense of whole” (Meer & 
Modood, 2012b, p. 32). 

Interculturalism Theory in the Chinese Context 

In this section, the suitability and application of interculturalism theory and 
intercultural education in Chinese society are examined. China is developing and 
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adapting to a paradigm of diversity, which provides a realistic foundation for the 
application of interculturalism. Furthermore, the Great Harmony concept in 
Confucius’ ideology shares many elements with interculturalism theory. Great 
Harmony discusses the relationship of people from different groups, probing how 
different cultures can interact in a shared society (Cao, 2010; Li, 2006). The 
basic principles and tenets of the Great Harmony are harmony in different layers 
and harmony in diversity. Chinese culture and Chinese people are deeply affected 
by Confucius, which offers interculturalism theory another theoretical 
foundation. 

While the Chinese government traditionally puts an emphasis on China’s 
social homogeneity for various reasons, China is in fact ethnically diverse and 
experiencing a transformation into a more diversity-focused society (Li et al., 
2009). China’s demography is becoming more diverse. Callahan (2012) shows 
how China “is increasingly becoming a site of inward immigration; Wudaokou in 
Beijing has a Koreatown, and over 300,000 Africans live in a neighborhood in 
Guangzhou that the Chinese call ‘Chocolate City’” (p. 22). International 
marriages between Chinese and non-Chinese people have become more and 
more common. Alongside Shanghai’s countless multinational corporations, there 
are more than 3000 mixed-race marriages every year. On the other hand, 
different faiths, sexual orientations, and identities are more complex and dynamic. 
According to the Report of Homosexuality in China (Ministry of Public Health, 
2004), the official size of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Queer 
population in China is 20 million, accounting for about 1.5 % of the total 
population. This report is the first official document publicly addressing the 
Chinese Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Queer community. Recalling that a 
paradigm is a collective choice affected by globalization, it is not difficult to see 
that the paradigm of homogeneity in China is changing to one of super diversity. 
Interculturalism is consistent with China’s national circumstances or paradigm. 
Jiang (2006) suggests that China’s national and institutional policies should be 
based upon interculturalism in order to move beyond mere tolerance of cultural 
diversity toward a more cohesive society. 

Another aspect is the K-12 curriculum for ethnic minority groups, developed 
on the tenets of intercultural education. The intercultural competence highlighted 
in intercultural education proposes culturally inclusive curriculum content 
referring to gender theory and racial theory. Pinar (2004) claims that the 
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curriculum should eliminate gender discrimination and racial disparity, including 
the cultures of different groups in efforts to build a pluralistic and multicultural 
curriculum. The intercultural education provides beneficial enlightenment for 
ethnic minority K-12 students in China. For example, textbooks for students 
from ethnic minority groups are written in both Mandarin and their own 
languages, and the custom and history of Chinese ethnic minorities are taught to 
Han students for developing their intercultural competence. In general, 
interculturalism has a positive role in increasing diversity in China. 

In 2008, Beijing held the 29th Summer Olympic Games. The slogan of the 
Olympiad was “One World, One Dream.” As epitomized by the slogan, the 
official agenda of the 2008 Beijing Olympics was to promote harmony among 
people all over the world. Great Harmony is one important concept in 
Confucianism and shares something in common with interculturalism theory. 
Admitting that differences exist and that diversity is valuable, both 
interculturalism and Great Harmony consider a shared society to be a priority 
goal. The two models echo similar respect for diversity, and tend to encourage 
interaction and dialogue between different groups so that a shared society can be 
achieved. 

Harmony, meaning that everything in the world lives and interacts in a 
comfortable and natural relationship, is a core concept of Confucianism. One of 
the characteristics of harmony is that it can occur at various levels, including 
harmony between societies and different groups. In a society, harmony can be 
achieved between different ethnic groups or political parties. Harmony can also 
be present among different kin, even within the same ethnic group (Li, 2006). 
Simply put, harmony is universal and emphasizes resolving contradiction at 
every turn. Li (2008) argues that harmony is anchored in uprightness and can be 
achieved through a process of finding equilibrium.  

While harmony values natural relationship and mutual interaction, it does not 
seek sameness. Instead, Confucius respects difference and regards difference as a 
necessity. In the Analects 13.23, Confucius says that ‘‘the junzi (君子, a noble 
person) harmonizes but does not seek sameness, whereas the petty person seeks 
sameness but does not harmonize (君子和而不同，小人同而不和, Junzi he er 
butong, xiaoren tong er buhe) When discussing harmony and sameness, Li (2006, 
2008) maintains that Confucian harmony is not a “perfect agreement.” Usually 
the coexisting parties in harmony are different from one another. While in 
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harmony there is sameness, sameness is not necessary to create harmony. On the 
contrary, harmony can be sustained by the interaction of different elements in 
creative tension. This kind of interaction generates energy, which promotes the 
coordination of all parties. Callahan (2012) employs a term of 
“harmony-with-diversity” to describe the relationship between harmony and 
diversity. Harmony-with-diversity refers to a united condition that accommodates 
diverse perspectives. Under this condition, different cultures are respected and 
work toward shared goals. Harmony prefers favorable relationships and provides 
a context for different parties to interact and communicate.  

When comparing Great Harmony with interculturalism theory, I find that they 
share principles and characteristics. First, both emphasize respecting differences 
and reciprocity. The dialectical discussion of sameness in Great Harmony 
stresses the essence of difference and what can be achieved from difference. 
Second, the two ideologies are concerned with the relationships between diverse 
groups. Intercultural integration accommodates conflicts and tensions between 
different groups; Great Harmony values a natural relationship and positive 
interaction. Finally, each sets the goal of a shared society. Cohesive community 
in interculturalism theory provides a platform to realize a shared society, and 
harmony-with-diversity envisages ideal societal conditions. However, 
intercultural dialogue and community cohesion in interculturalism theory provide 
specific ways to fulfill a shared society. Great Harmony does not offer guidelines 
for personal conduct and practices. 

Conclusion: Interculturalism Theory for a Shared Society 

Interculturalism theory aims to build a shared society in which people are at ease 
with difference and understand difference as an opportunity for their own and 
other cultures. By respecting difference and reciprocity, interculturalism theory 
highlights the tenet of integration to accommodate conflicts and tension between 
different groups, and promotes community cohesion to fulfill the vision of a 
shared society. Intercultural dialogue operates as an important way to enhance 
interaction and mutual understanding; improving people’s intercultural 
competence stands at the heart of intercultural dialogue. Compared to 
multiculturalism theory, interculturalism theory discusses how to make a society 
more cohesive and accommodate people from different cultures. Interculturalism 
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features “a stronger sense of whole” (Meer & Modood, 2012b, p. 32). 
Interculturalism theory offers a positive application to the Chinese context. 

Due to the super diversity brought on by globalization, China is gradually 
transforming its paradigm into one with more diversity. In addition to this 
realistic foundation, Confucius’ Great Harmony provides possibilities for 
Chinese society to incorporate interculturalism theory. There is one famous 
saying in the Analects 5.7 that “since my doctrine is making no headway, I shall 
get upon a raft and float out to sea (道不行, 乘桴浮于海, dao buxing, cheng fu 
fuyu hai.).” Confucius said this because he found it hard to apply his Great 
Harmony and build a shared society in ancient China; however, in contemporary 
Chinese society, interculturalism offers a systematical set of theories and has the 
potential to bring about Confucius’ Great Harmony.  

Intercultural education has been widely applied in Chinese society to develop 
students’ intercultural competence. K-12 educational reforms in China highlight 
intercultural dialogue between students from different cultural groups and the 
need to enhance understanding and communication. 

Future research can focus on how intercultural dialogue can be incorporated in 
the classroom to improve intercultural competence, and how intercultural 
teachers, especially Chinese teachers who are familiar with Confucius’ Great 
Harmony, can apply interculturalism theory in their pedagogy. 
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