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Praise for Interculturality in Fragments 

“Dervin’s thought-provoking book provides us access to some of his internal contra-
dictions and struggles as he grappled with the complexity of defining, characterizing, 
and reflecting upon the notion of interculturality. The author walks us through this 
personal, embodied, and intellectual experience by sharing entries from his diary of 
intercultural fragments that serve as major catalysts for discussions about concep-
tions, misconceptions, and the epistemological footing of interculturality. Faithful 
to his critical view of socio-cultural phenomena, Dervin creatively opens the door 
for unthinking and rethinking traditional, functional, monolithic, and ‘one-size-fits-
all’ intercultural perspectives. By adopting an intimate and honest approach to the 
complexities of thinking about intercultural encounters, the book lays a solid foun-
dation for educators and interculturalists alike to engage in interculturality through 
criticality and reflexivity. This type of engagement yields possibilities for under-
standing the multidisciplinary, complex, ideological, polysemic, unpredictable, and 
malleable nature of the concept. Once more, Dervin makes an important contribu-
tion to the field of intercultural studies with this thorough and innovative approach 
to developing the intercultural self.” 

—José Aldemar Álvarez Valencia, Universidad del Valle, Colombia 

“Interculturality in Fragments: A Reflexive Approach is transformative in nature. One 
can call it a unique self-study that invites the reader to participate in this very process. 
The book explores interculturality from multidisciplinary perspectives and problema-
tizes the intercultural as fragmented, dynamic, and ongoing processes with many 
‘contradictions and internal struggles.’ Throughout this process, Dervin creatively 
coins neologisms and new concepts and draws on a multilingual approach to examine 
conceptualizations and frameworks within and beyond the notion of interculturality. 
He also dedicates a chapter to discuss language as a substance of interculturality, 
bringing the complexity of how we ‘languagize’ interculturality to the forefront and 
nudging to examine the interplay between the dominance of English(es) and the 
opportunity for other languages to pluralize the discourse. Dervin’s frequent use 
of analogies and metaphors allows the reader to extend knowledge from what is
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viii Praise for Interculturality in Fragments

perceived to that which cannot be perceived. However, the purpose of reading Inter-
culturality in Fragments is not to build on knowledge. It is to inspire interculturalists 
to ‘unthink and rethink,’ thus opening up opportunities for transformative inquiry, 
expanding the critical and reflective desires and abilities, and imagining what other 
ways of thinking, languaging, and doing are possible.” 

—Roxanna M. Senyshyn, Pennsylvania State University, USA 

“As one of the most original thinkers on intercultural communication, Dervin has 
broken new ground again with Interculturality in Fragments. Adopting an innovative 
approach of ‘intercultural fragments’, the book combines keen observations and 
sharply critical reflections in its questioning of the ‘emptiness’ of interculturality in 
research and education. A much-needed book that places humanity, complexities, 
and ideologies at the heart of interculturality, it invites and challenges readers to 
unthink and rethink interculturality as a key issue of our time.” 

—Shuang Gao, University of Liverpool, UK 

“Interculturality in Fragments invites the readers to engage with interculturality in 
research and education with a truly critical and reflexive approach. Based on original 
and thoughtful thinking and writing, Fred Dervin challenges any—also his own— 
taken-for-granted understandings of the much popular applied notion of intercul-
turality. His creative use of fragments of thoughts leaves no approach immune to a 
critical revisit, including critical approaches to interculturality that claim to be free of 
ideology. By examining and problematizing vital aspects of interculturality, such as 
performativity, ideology, othering, change, and language, Dervin provides not only 
valuable but also long-lasting food for thought. This makes the book a much-needed 
contribution to the continuous dialogue about interculturality as well as a creative 
and fascinating source for teachers and students alike.” 

—Lise Paulsen Galal, Roskilde University, Denmark
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

Abstract The introduction explains why the author wrote the book and what the 
reader should expect from it. The notion of interculturality is introduced critically 
and the author justifies the need to review it again and again, asserting that it is still 
conceived mostly from Western perspectives and that voices from other parts of the 
world deserve to be heard about this complex notion. By proposing a book centring 
around fragments and reflexivity, the author promises to open up new vistas for 
thinking about interculturality. The author then problematizes the working method 
of the book: the fragment. Reviewing different definitions and perspectives on this 
genre, he explains how he has proceeded in preparing and writing the book. The 
fragments about interculturality presented and commented upon in the book, repre-
sent a sum, see a jigsaw, of thoughts. They show the contradictions and internal 
struggles that a scholar can experience working with and reflecting on the notion 
of interculturality. The different sections of the book as well as proposed working 
methods conclude the introduction. 

Someone asked me what I thought I learnt during the COVID-19 time in Finland. 

I answered: That physical immobility is also a great state of mind process. 

Recently a friend of mine, who like me does art on a regular basis, sent me a 
picture of a piece representing a tiger that he had painted. The tiger looked almost 
photo-like and my friend was very delighted to show it off to me. Although the 
drawing looked very compelling, I did not ‘feel’ anything when I saw it: it was too 
‘real’; it resembled very much tigers that I had seen on the Discovery Channel or 
in zoos around the world. My friend confessed that he had copied the tiger from a 
picture seen online. I suggested to him that he could try something less conventional, 
using, e.g., orange, black and white crayons to craft another tiger, but trusting his own 
creativity, neither ‘copying’, nor ‘modelling’ it on a photo. A couple of hours later 
he returned a piece that I found to be remarkable, the tiger looked more ‘singular’, its 
forms were ‘woolier’, ‘rougher’ and thus less ‘lifelike’. The first tiger had looked like 
other tigers that I had seen before while the second one was a very special tiger—at 
least to me! I complemented my friend but he wrote back with a simple: ‘I still prefer 
the first one, this one is rubbish’.

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2022 
F. Dervin, Interculturality in Fragments, Encounters between East and West, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-5383-5_1 
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2 1 Introduction

This book is written with the principles of the second tiger drawing in mind: I 
am offering thoughts and ideas on interculturality in an unusual, edgy and somewhat 
incomplete manner. The notion itself calls for unthinking and renewing our engage-
ment with it unceasingly. This requires modesty and allowing ourselves to not know 
everything, to not ‘copy’ a model or, since interculturality is a notion, a restricted set 
of ideologies. In the book, I thus try to move away from the conventional, idealistically 
perfect forms of interculturality that have been depicted in all kinds of approaches 
to the notion, especially in globally dominating ones, and even in self-proclaimed 
critical ones, to which I have contributed (e.g. Byram, 2020; Dervin, 2016; Holliday, 
2021). In so doing, I bear in mind 1981 Nobel Prize winner in literature Canetti’s 
(2021: 52) comment: ‘Thought loses its force (or weight) when it becomes common-
place; it should hurl itself upon its subjects as from a great height’. The aforemen-
tioned drafty and imprecise tiger urges me to move away from the commonsensical 
ideas/ideologies of interculturality and to let them ‘jump’ at and surprise us from 
above again and again. If interculturality hints at diversity, complexity and variety, it 
must be regarded in an endless loop of diagnostic, conflicting and self-contradictory 
thoughts. 

What do you, as reader, want or expect from this book? I am not sure and I cannot 
be sure. Some will probably want to find some definite answers to their questions 
about interculturality (they might be disappointed), others might wish to see what 
questions and issues occupy the mind of someone who has engaged with the notion 
for over 20 years, during the special times that we have experienced since 2020. 
Some might just want to find ways of pushing themselves outside the ‘safe’ corridor 
of today’s intercultural scholarship and education, with the awareness that they will 
probably not find answers to the questions they have in mind as they start reading this 
book—which is fair enough: again, one might not find any answer to any question 
in this book. As the author, I have an idea of what I want to achieve and say but I 
cannot be sure that my readers will read it the same way. All I know is that I want 
to reflect with you about interculturality—not as a static, already defined and fully 
problematized notion—but as a notion that needs renegotiating over and over again. 
I hope that some of you will feel different things—share my doubts, anger, etc. 

The content of the book might appear sketchy at times but I am asking the reader 
to bear with me. This is intended. The notion of interculturality urges us to not feel 
‘absolute’ or ‘complacent’ about it. 

Over the past three years, I have been engaged in writing a few books about inter-
culturality with colleagues from different parts of the world (Dervin & Jacobsson, 
2021; Dervin & Simpson, 2021; Dervin et al., 2022). These have been important mile-
stones in my life and career for several reasons. First, the writing process came at 
special times, the so-called COVID-19 crisis. Travelling stopped and I became phys-
ically immobile. Like many scholars from around the world, my pre-COVID-19 life 
was ‘hypermobile’, going from one place to another, giving talks and seminars, and 
‘meeting’ people. I put meeting between inverted comas here because, in all truth, I 
did not really meet them in the full sense of the word—we just saw and heard each 
other in most cases, not really listened to or engaged in gazing at, ‘dissecting’ each
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other in meaningful ways.1 For the past years, I have been ‘home’, looking at our 
world as it dissolved, as its harsh realities jerked at our faces. Second, I wrote these 
books with colleagues whom I had known for some years before the pandemic. We 
spent hours talking to each other on various ‘Western2 ’ and ‘Chinese’ apps, sending 
drafts back and forth, genuinely trying to make sense of what we thought and were 
co-constructing, and including many students in the process. All my co-authors were 
different: they have distinctive personalities, perspectives—although obviously we 
do share a lot of ideas in common –, ambitions and expectations. 

With this book I feel that using my single voice is a way of relaxing, focusing 
my mind, taking my distance with others for a while and sharing with my readers 
internal dialogues and struggles with the notion of interculturality. During the process 
of engaging with others for the aforementioned books (see Bakhtin, 1981: 88 on  
dialogic relationships), I kept what I refer to as a diary of ‘intercultural fragments’— 
or intercultural-isms—where I noted down thoughts, ideas and my feelings towards 
what I heard and read about the notion of interculturality. The reader will see similar-
ities and differences between what I am writing about here and the aforementioned 
books, and the ones I published as a single author in the past (e.g. Dervin, 2016, 
2017). 

Some colleagues and strangers have often told me that my work is too ‘philosoph-
ical’. The word often seems to be used in an embarrassed way, as if thinking was a 
problem… I take ‘philosophical’ as a compliment here—although I doubt that any 
serious philosopher would consider my work as such. All I want is to engage my 
readers with ideas that might be new to them, ideas with which they might disagree 
and ideas that, hopefully, will ricochet thoughts and further ideas in them. We must 
think and never stop thinking! 

For over a year, I prepared for this book by writing fragments concerning intercul-
turality, at the rate of two fragments per day. This form of creative nonfiction, which 
looks like ‘notes’, will surprise the reader at first since it breaks away from ‘typical’ 
academic writing. I agree with Canetti (2021: 43) when he writes: ‘The good thing 
about notations is that they are free of calculation. They are too swift, they don’t 
have enough time for the head that conceives them to ask how they might be used’. 
The fragments which compose this book serve three purposes: (1) To expose the 
complexity of reflecting on interculturality as both a phenomenon and an object of 
research and education, especially within a long-term period (a year); (2) To give 
access to a scholar’s inner thoughts, ideologies and contradictions about the way 
the notion is discussed in research, (social) media and daily life in different parts of 
the world; (3) To offer support to the reader to treat interculturality in a fragment

1 See the fascinating book Academic Flying and the Means of Communication (Bjørkdahl & 
Duharte, 2021), where the authors discuss critically the pre-COVID 19 arguments that academic 
aeromobility was necessary. 
2 Following Spence (1999: 22): ‘By using the terms “Western” and “the West”, I am similarly 
reifying the culture in which I was born and raised, and one could argue—as so many have— 
that there is simply no such thing as the West’. The ‘West’ in this book is not geographical but 
economic-political-ideological and refers to dominating ideologies concerning various aspects of 
interculturality. 
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perspective, urging them to unthink and rethink it, and, like me (imperfectly), to 
expand their critical and reflexive abilities. 

1.1 What’s in a Fragment? 

It is now time to review what a fragment is. First of all, it is important to note that 
what composes a fragment is not agreed upon by scholars. In fact, there are many 
different forms that I will review briefly below. Some fragments are based on writings 
that have been left unfinished on purpose or not; some are ‘chunks’ from larger texts 
lost as wholes; others were written in a fragment format. 

The etymology of the word fragment reveals a Latin word, fragmentum, for a 
remnant, a piece broken off , from  frangere for to break. The fragment was originally 
a part broken off or detached; an isolated, unfinished or incomplete part. 

The word fragments has been used to refer to incomplete texts from Greek Antiq-
uity for example those of Aeschylus (ca. 525-456 BCE), Heraclitus (ca. 540-480 
BCE) or Sophocles (ca. 496-406 BCE). In the past centuries, many writers and 
scholars have engaged with different forms of fragmental writing: Adorno (1981), 
Baudrillard (1997), Barthes (1978), Benjamin (1986), Canetti (1989), Cioran (1992), 
Kraus (2017), Lichtenberg (2000), Schlegel (1991). Canetti, Cioran and Kraus 
(amongst others) have had an influence on me over the past ten years. Often have 
I gone back to their fragments to find inspiration for my own work. My interest in 
this book is to trigger, humbly, similar bouts of inspiration to unthink and rethink 
interculturality for my readers. 

Several words could have been chosen instead of the word fragment for this 
book. I am thinking of the French word miettes, which was used by Ionesco (1990) 
in his Journal en Miettes—translated as Fragments of a Journal in English. Miettes 
translates as crumb (bread, cake), bribes, scrap/snatches of (conversation).En miettes 
means in pieces, in bits. The image of bread (e.g. a freshly baked baguette) works 
well here: when I break the bread into slices, hundreds of small crumbs drop onto 
the table. All these fragments, these crumbs, represent components of the bread, and 
together they form its original shape. If one wanted to recompose, e.g., the original 
baguette, by, e.g., sticking them back onto it, it would be basically impossible. As 
such each crumb takes a different shape as it detaches from the original and cannot 
thus be reshaped into the baguette. The fragments about interculturality presented in 
this book represent ‘crumbs’ that have dropped from a loaf bread, that I have been 
feeding on a daily basis. Together they used to form hundreds of ‘loaves’ to which 
we could neither go back nor recompose. 

Aphorisms and maxims also correspond somewhat to fragments. Like fragments, 
they represent attempts to put knowledge in a nutshell and, following Benjamin 
(1986), they aim to be ‘fleeting’, either they stay in our mind and trigger new ideas, 
or they simply disappear. For Elias (2021: 221), ‘The fragment is a piece of a hypo-
thetical text’—a text that could have happened. However, they are not meant to lead 
to ‘fragmentary’ thinking, on the contrary, by training to examine them and linking
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up the ‘crumbs’ I believe that we can enrich our critical and reflexive thinking about 
a transient notion like interculturality. 

In this book, my fragments represent a sum, see a jigsaw, of thoughts. Writing 
them, resharpening my pens to do so, felt like training muscles at a gym. As asserted 
earlier, these fragments show the contradictions and internal struggles that I have 
experienced with the notion of interculturality. As scholars and educators, we always 
experience this phenomenon, we are traversed by fragments all the time in the way 
we think, not think, agree and disagree. The voice of other people is always in us 
when we reflect on interculturality, their intertextuality, the links they make with 
us—which can be coherent or contradictory with what we and others think—are 
always part of our thinking. They do represent fragments too. The internal dialogues 
that they create in us also lead to fragmentation of our thinking about interculturality. 

The fragments were systematically prompted by what I read, saw, heard and 
listened to. They allowed me to ‘pause’ and to take the time to think about how to 
formulate my thoughts briefly. The fragments are often based on the same theme, and 
although they might look repetitive, my fragments are composed of wires to rewire. 
They contain concise statements, questions (of questions), re-actions to dialogues, 
inquiries. From time to time, my fragments, in their brevity, also hint at future research 
ideas. Many metaphors have come to mind while jotting down the fragments and I will 
share some that I have discussed with friends, colleagues and students. Metaphors 
underpin much of our thinking (see, e.g., Lakoff & Johnson, 2003) and thinking in 
them is a good way of doing creative problem-solving, addressing things from other 
perspectives and of opening up new doors for further un- and rethinking intercultur-
ality. By their brevity, the fragments are meant to provide the readers with provocative 
thoughts, which I believe can be more effective than longer developments, using the 
power of language to make us think again and further. 

Over the one thousand fragments that I wrote down, I selected around 100 and reor-
ganized them by theme, cutting short of both the timeline (originally, they appeared 
in monthly sections) and the randomness of thematic appearance. I have kept some 
of their repetitiveness, in order to show how the proximity of the fragments helped 
me sharpen questioning, creating meaning and pushing ideas forward. In the process 
of writing the fragments—which I know would in their vast majority remain unseen 
by others—I put away my fears of writing about my deepest thoughts, doubts and 
critiques, going against what Dostoyevsky (2001: 2) described as: ‘Taking a new 
step, uttering a new word, is what people fear most’. 

I want to show how I tried out new ideas, letting my imagination, frustrations and 
disbeliefs fly, and reflecting openly on the contradictions I might experience. Finally, 
I want to emphasize that a fragment approach is not a lazy approach. We always 
think in fragments: we change ideas, revise them; we borrow ideas, bits and pieces 
from others; often combine ideas that are potentially contradictory, ideologically 
incompatible and often fragmental themselves. 

In the different chapters, I try to make sense for and with the readers of the 
fragmented impressions of what is contained in the original fragments. As such I 
enter into a dialogue with myself, confronted with the fragments—with some written 
a year ago! I show how I engage with the way I formulated my thoughts in the



6 1 Introduction

fragments, my disagreements and doubts as I am writing the book. At the same time, 
while rereading the fragments, I re-engage with the multiple voices that inspired the 
fragments. However, I do not try to create some sort of longer, original text from 
which the fragments would be derived (see Elias, 2021). As such there is no original 
text but just elements written separately every day, each fragment containing an idea, 
which might dialogue with a previous and future fragment or introduce an idea which 
is left for the reader to reflect upon, and is not necessarily readdressed later—to quote 
Cioran (1992: 58), maybe ‘an idea without a future’? For Elias (2021: 120), ‘The 
fragment is its own space; the fragment is the “whole” text’. 

1.2 Another Book on Interculturality? 

Interculturality is both my bête noire and my modus operandi in all aspects of life. 
Interculturality often looks ‘good’ and ‘clean’ on the surface—the word is uttered 
like a magic word. When I say interculturality here I could use other terms that 
might mean the same, such as crosscultural, polycultural and even multicultural and 
global. However, and inspired by the Chinese idiom 虚有其表 (xūyǒuqíbiǎo), the 
notion of interculturality (and its acolytes) might look impressive but often lacks real 
worth in the way it is taught and researched (虚 translates as imaginary, false, empty 
and 表 surface and table). There is always the danger that interculturality is good in 
appearance only, as a mantra, as an order… 

It may be asked whether there is still room for yet another book on intercultur-
ality. As an unstable and polysemic notion, I believe that interculturality deserves 
to be opened up again and again—for real! There will never be enough said and 
written about it. There is thus a need to engage again and again with interculturality, 
observing, critiquing and problematizing its complexities. 

Recently a friend of mine helped me reflect on what this book is about when she 
commented on my lamentation that I had felt empty and unable to paint anything for 
one week: ‘Draw your emptiness!’. This emptiness I have also felt about intercul-
turality in research and education: Where are we going with this notion? Looking at 
the terrible state of the world in 2020-… I feel empty. Why is the current scientific 
production on the notion divided into polarized and simplistic poles (essentialism 
vs. non-essentialism; ‘Western’ versus ‘Chinese’; European ‘democratic culture’ vs. 
Chinese ‘a shared community for the future’)? We do know that some voices are 
never heard about interculturality, why do we still pretend to care (‘postcolonial’, 
‘decolonial’ still spoken in Western terms) when the dominating strands of research 
recycle the same dominating ideologies, disregard multilingual perspectives in the 
way we talk about interculturality in research, etc.?The emptiness I have experienced 
also relates to the laissez-aller de la pensée [thought carelessness] that I have noted 
in intercultural research and education over the years. This laissez-aller appears in 
the current neoliberal copy-pasting of ‘popular’ knowledge around gurus that gives 
points to enter the selective worlds of journal article publishing, academic promotion
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and ‘star-gazing’. Space for alternative, challenging and self-reflexive knowledge is 
what we need. 

This book of fragments thus aims to depict the ‘emptiness’ of interculturality as an 
object of research and education today—what is happening in the space between? In  
his Meditations, Marcus Aurelius (167 C.E.: n.p.) helps us deepen our gaze towards 
this ‘emptiness’ by urging us to ‘undress’ (see the use of the word nudity in the quote 
below) the ‘thing presented to thee’, peeling, observing and questioning the different 
layers around this object: 

Make for thyself a definition or description of the thing which is presented to thee, so as to see 
distinctly what kind of a thing it is in its substance, in its nudity, in its complete entirety, and 
tell thyself its proper name, and the names of the things of which it has been compounded, 
and into which it will be resolved. For nothing is so productive of elevation of mind as to 
be able to examine methodically and truly every object which is presented to thee in life, 
and always to look at things so as to see at the same time what kind of universe this is, and 
what kind of use everything performs in it, and what value everything has with reference to 
the whole, and what with reference to man, who is a citizen of the highest city, of which all 
other cities are like families; what each thing is, and of what it is composed, and how long it 
is the nature of this thing to endure which now makes an impression on me, and what virtue 
I have need of with respect to it, such as gentleness, manliness, truth, fidelity, simplicity, 
contentment, and the rest. 

The fragments are meant to make us reflect on the complex object of intercultur-
ality. They ask us questions and offer some (temporary) answers, which, in turn, are 
questioned and revised. Only questions are of interest here. The answers I provide 
in the book are not to be considered as definite. 

In order to support our reflections on the fragments, I have included pictures of 
works of art that I have produced myself during the year I was writing the fragments, 
as well as photographs. Wei Qi from Minzu University of China (Arts Academy) 
has kindly agreed for me to include his piece entitled Unity and Cohesion (2021) in 
the book. I suggest that the reader observes the art and photographs, reflects on their 
messages and links them to the different points made in the book. 

The book is divided up in eight chapters, revolving around the fragments that 
I have decided to include in this book: Chapter 2 is entitled What interculturality 
might be not about and focuses on misconceptions, hoaxes and interculturalspeak 
(an automaton-like way of speaking about interculturality). Chapter 3 complements 
discussions from the previous chapter by explaining what the notion could be, using 
metaphors to describe many of its characteristics. The next chapter uses the ideas of 
stages and backstages of interculturality, as found in many fragments, to problema-
tize the idea of (co-)performing. Chapter 5 is dedicated to the important aspect of 
ideologies of interculturality and, through the fragments contained in the chapter, is 
meant to help us identify ‘predatory’ and ‘falsely critical’ perspectives on the notion. 
The topic of othering has often been introduced in discussions of interculturality (see, 
e.g., Holliday, 2010); however, Chapter 6 takes on a different path in dealing with 
the idea by suggesting that discourses of othering deserve to be critically reviewed 
too so that no one (scholars and educators) experience a false sense of success and 
perfection in attempting to avoid and/or remove othering—as is often the case with
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the ideology of ‘non-essentialism’. Chapter 7 presents a central aspect of intercul-
turality as a phenomenon and an object of research and education: never-ending 
change—as symbolized by the inter- and the -ality of the notion. Interculturality as 
co-change represents the major contribution of this book. The penultimate chapter 
tackles the important issue of language in discoursing around interculturality and 
helps us unthink and rethink several aspects of the notion. Finally, Chapter 9 focuses 
on researching interculturality. The fragments contained in the chapter help us revise 
some of our malpractices and illusions about the way the notion can and should be 
researched. 

The fragments can be read randomly—you may open the book at any page and 
pick any fragment. I suggest reading each individual fragment first and then the 
explanatory text. While reading them, reflect on any potential addition to what I 
wrote—anything you dis-/agree with, anything you would have wanted to discuss 
with me. I have added questions at the end of each chapter for readers to reflect on. 
Since we cannot talk directly to each other through the medium of this book the 
questions give me the impression that I can interact with you. 

The book ends on a glossary of terms that I am using in the book to support 
our understanding, unthinking and rethinking of the notion of interculturality. I 
propose to use these terms as tools for our future engagement with interculturality 
as a phenomenon and an object of research and education. 

I hope that this special book of fragments about interculturality will serve as an 
incomplete map to help you, my dear reader, wend your way through the jungle 
of this important and yet confusing notion. The years to come cannot but be as 
complex and confusing as the ones that we have experienced in the early twenty-first 
century. Interculturality urges us to reflect again and again on who we are and what 
we ‘do’ together. Although I am not a very optimistic person, while engaging with 
the fragments contained in the book, the creativity and reflexivity they triggered in 
me made me feel hope and enthusiasm for the future of interculturality as a complex 
ideological construct. 
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Chapter 2 
What Interculturality Might Not Be 
About: Misconceptions, Hoaxes 
and Interculturalspeak 

Abstract The first chapter is based on fragments cogitating what interculturality is 
not, looking into misconceptions and misperceptions around this complex notion. A 
certain number of keywords are explored to do so, including orthodoxy, sloganism 
and ventriloquism. The chapter also examines the use, misuse and abuse of the 
concept of culture in intercultural research and education, suggesting to focus on the 
inter- and -ality of interculturality instead. Myths about the notion and intercultur-
alspeak are also introduced and discussed to problematize further the notion. The 
fragments from this chapter can serve as a first gauge for unthinking and rethinking 
what interculturality could be. 

We start the book by rebuffing certain aspects of interculturality, by examining the 
‘negative’ pole of the notion. At the end of an online talk some weeks ago, an 
audience member from Mainland China asked me what teachers who have never 
been abroad—to the UK and the USA they added—could do to learn to teach about 
interculturality since, according to my interlocutor, they were not qualified to do so 
because of their lack of experience. This brings me to the core of the first chapter of 
this book: what interculturality might not be. 

2.1 Interculturality Is Not… 

Amongst the fragments I have identified many focused on what interculturality is 
not. Defining what interculturality is or is not is very problematic since its meanings 
and connotations always depend on the eye of the beholder. Naming interculturality 
tends to be an act of appropriation, and thus, it must be done critically and reflexively. 

We start with fragments about everyday life and interculturality. 

Interculturality is not a crossover. 

A crossover can have different meanings: a place at which or the means by which a 
crossing is made; blending elements of two or more styles or categories in music; 
a short connecting track by which a train can be transferred from one line to

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2022 
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another. In the eighteenth century the word was used in textile fabrics printing to 
describe superimposed colours in the form of stripes or crossbars. The inter- of 
interculturality hints at going beyond a mere crossover, whereby one of the two 
elements involved in a given encounter ‘wins’ over the other by superimposing, 
crossing over the other. Inter-, meaning between, amongst and during, refers to 
joint uncovering, unfolding and forming together. The etymology of inter- is 
from Latin. In Greek, entera (plural) refers to intestines. The word intelligence 
also comes from an assimilated Latin form of inter-, intelligere, for  to choose, pick 
out, read (legere) between (inter-). Intelligence is thus pondering over, choosing 
between and making sense of ‘truths’. Truth is understood here as ‘dire-vrai’ in  
French (to tell a truth, to tell someone the truth) rather than Truth with a capital 
T (see Bouveresse, 2016). 

Interculturality is not an act of consensus. 

The word interculturality contains the root inter- which hints at co-doing, co-
constructing, co-feeling, co-… When we do interculturality we push and pull 
together, potentially influencing each other, convincing each other, affecting each 
other ad infinitum. Although change matters in interculturality, this does not mean 
that we must agree or find an agreement, or be on an equal footing—these ideas 
rarely happen! The word consensus is from Latin for agreement, accord with com 
(with, together) and sentire (to feel). Feeling together is already a good start for 
interculturality. Mouffe (1992: 379) provides us with an important warning: ‘All 
forms of consensus are by necessity based on acts of exclusion’. Since power rela-
tions can never ensure equality in decision-making, consensus in interculturality 
often means that one of us has to back off. This is why not reaching a consensus 
can help us move forward, ‘becoming’ together, without the illusion of having to 
form an agreement. As a never-ending process, interculturality can never reach 
a consensus, if it does it is not interculturality anymore. The problem with this 
important idea is that we have been trained and made to think that reaching a 
consensus is (maybe) the only way to be together. 

Interculturality is not sighting. 

To look at, view and inspect the other are not worthy interculturally speaking if 
they do not involve the other doing the same, with us. Sighting can be a very 
passive and misinforming act of engaging with the other. Sighting can be brief 
and not allow us to take the time to reflect on what we rest our eyes on. Looking at 
the other for a long time, giving them all our attention (and vice versa) could make 
interculturality a longer term, more meaningful social and human phenomenon. I 
am thinking here of performance artist Abramovic (2016) who, in her work called 
the Artist is Present, allowed the audience to stare into her eyes for as long as 
they wanted. Sitting silently on a chair for three months, for eight hours a day, the 
artist faced about 1000 individual participants. The recording of the performance 
shows the power of gazing into the other. One can see how some participants were 
moved by the artist’s ‘empty’ gaze and stayed for hours opposite her, while others 
could not stand it and left just after a few seconds (Illustration 2.1).
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Illustration 2.1 
Interculturality beyond 
sighting 

Interculturality is not a travesty. 

The idea of travesty comes from Latin trans for across, beyond, over and vestire, to 
clothe and refers to disguising, wearing other clothes. It is used to refer to pretense, 
parody and fakeness. As any other form of sociality interculturality requires us to 
co-perform identities, feelings, truths, silences, attitudes, opinions, etc. However, 
as a notion that requires an inter- and -ality (process) between us the performance 
should move along the continuum of travesty and authenticity—bearing in mind 
that either poles of the continuum are unreachable. So interculturality is not a 
travesty, means here that it cannot just be a static performance since interlocutors 
influence each other in co-constructing who they are, and even in their potential 
refusal to ‘change’ together interculturally, some form of change always takes 
place. 

Interculturality is neither rational nor objective. 

Meeting another person means setting off processes of intersubjectivity and inter-
textuality. The first notion hints at the unstable and power-laden construction of 
identities taking place between us while the other at the presence of other texts 
(images, voices, sounds) in what we feel we are experiencing. Although we will 
tend to rationalize and objectivize self and other while interacting (e.g. as a Finn, 
I behave this way; I think I understand what they say and I think their views are 
unacceptable), what we consider through the two lenses of rationality and objec-
tivity, represents an illusion. I cannot approach the other, our relationship by being 
rational or objective since what we do cannot but be intersubjective, intercultural…
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we co-perform, co-build, co-become. Interculturality is within and between you 
and me, us. 

The point of interculturality is not to comprehend. 

This fragment relates to the previous one. To comprehend, another word for to 
understand is based on Latin comprehendere for to take together, to unite; include; 
seize—from com, with, together and prehendere, to catch hold of, seize. This 
fragment is based on the idea that it is an illusion to think that we can understand 
the other (and ourselves). In order to make sense of who we are together, of what 
we do, we must work together so that we can start ‘seizing together’ how we 
navigate together our interactions and co-presence. In order to understand, we 
need to relate what we do, experience, feel and think to what the other does, 
experiences, feels and thinks. 

Interculturality: A fetish of the other. 

As we have already seen, interculturality always involves a minima two ‘agents’ 
(persons) who ‘toil’ together in/directly to make sense of each other, themselves, 
others present, and their environment, cooperate with each other and change 
through the inter- of what they experience. Interculturality is thus never about 
one of these two entities but always about both of them. Focusing on just one 
entity (e.g. a real-imaginary person, an artefact, a production) fetishizing the 
other, misses out the complexities of interculturality. Focusing on just the other, 
the one we face, equals fetishizing them, turning them into an object, especially 
if we decide what they (should) represent, who they should be. The word fetish 
has often been linked to witchcraft, sorcery. It was imported from Portuguese into 
English, where it was used by sailors and traders to refer to charms and talismans 
from Africa. 
In a 2021 interview Chinese poet Shangyang Fang (in Liu, 2021, n.p.), who works 
in the USA, provides a good example of interculturality as a fetish: 
“Once, a white male editor of a very prestigious magazine explicitly asked me to 
write more about my hometown, my mother, my identity, and immigration. He 
thought my poems are not ‘Chinese’ enough, whatever he thought that means. 
But later, when he read ‘轰隆隆 Is the Sound of Thunder’, a poem with all kinds 
of classical Chinese allusions, imageries, philosophies, and even characters, he 
commented that I was imitating Ezra Pound [an American modernist poet who 
incorporated Chinese poetry into his work]… You see how stupid this is. I refuse 
to conform to this stupidity.” 
The fetish is complex here: the editor fantasizes about the other as a ‘cultural 
being’ (Chinese) while rejecting the other’s own identification by fetishizing him 
by means of how his ‘same’ (another American) fetishized the other. 

Japanning and chinoiserie as good and bad metaphors for interculturality. 

Japanning and chinoiserie, both derived from the decorative arts of eighteenth-
century Europe, refer to ‘imagined’ imitations of Japanese and Chinese techniques 
and motifs such as lacquerwork, furniture, decoration.
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Interculturality is not about imitating or copying but constructing together, and 
as we shall see later, changing together. Imitation might be part of the process 
of interculturality but it should not be the goal. Imitating can accentuate power 
relations and inequality: one has the power to influence in/directly the other. The 
verb to imitate finds its roots in Proto-Indo-European for to copy, which it shares 
with words such as to emulate and to imagine. Interculturality should go beyond 
mere copying by letting those involved exchange and change. 

Down with the obsession with learning from the rest and not allowing ourselves 
imagine that they can learn from and with us! 

I often see the verb to learn followed by the preposition from in English when 
some people talk about, e.g., intercultural encounters and internationalization of 
higher education. Learning from creates from the outset a hierarchy—you know, 
I don’t know so I can only learn from you. However, in intercultural encounters, 
we must learn with each other. We all have something to bring to the table; we all 
have intercultural experiences in our own ways; we all have diversities (in terms 
of plural identities)! Interculturality is not frommed but withed. 

The following fragments concern interculturality as an object of research and 
education. 

Intercultural does not insinuate international. 

To insinuate means to hint at obliquely. We could have started the book with 
this fragment, although I have hinted at the argument it contains several times 
hitherto. Interculturality is not a synonym for internationality and vice versa. 
Interculturality also takes place amongst people from the same context, who share 
the same language, the same background, all the time. The dichotomy inter-
and, e.g., intracultural is problematic: where is the border? Who decides and 
for whom? Isn’t interaction (with the ‘same’, with the ‘other’) always a case of 
interculturality? The illusion that meeting people from, e.g., the same country is 
easier than meeting, e.g., foreigners needs to be discussed and unthought. At times, 
it might in fact be easier to interact with people from other countries than from 
one’s own. Age, gender, social class, beliefs… might gather people, even if they 
come from very differ contexts, while imagined similarities do not necessarily 
mean feeling a connection and being willing to talk to each other. It is hard for 
most people to accept these ideas. I assume this comes from the education they 
have received, where they have been made to think otherwise, and their lack 
of experience of trying to meet others beyond the dichotomy of ‘national’ and 
‘international’. 

Interculturacentrism: believing that one’s views on interculturality are the only valid 
ones—the only way to see, understand and describe interculturality. 

As I am rereading this fragment, I am urged to rethink what I have written until 
now. Am I a victim of my own interculturacentrism here? Yes, it appears that I 
am. I must continue to work against myself .
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Heard a question and an answer about trees that reminded me of how (not) to 
approach interculturality: 

“Can we compare tree roots to human brains?” 

The answer to this question reminded the inquirer to think beyond the human and to 
open up to other ways of seeing different realities. In a tree, leaves, trunks and roots 
can serve the same purpose as brains in a human body—not just the roots. 

A good lesson for interculturality: never assume that the other functions within the 
sole framework of our own selves. We must steer away from our own way of engaging 
with the world. 

I must accept that other people might not conceptualize, talk about and negotiate 
interculturality the same way I do. Unfortunately, in research and education, we 
seem to be doomed to remain within our own little ‘well’, from which we find 
it hard to see what is happening in the larger world, outside. My work with 
Chinese colleagues has urged me to get out of my ‘well’ and to look at their 
intercultural world with me in different ways. Although I often step back into my 
own ‘well’, this learning experience has convinced me that it is more important to 
speak about interculturality as a phenomenon and object of research and education 
with others, rather than try to find a/the perfect way of ‘doing’ interculturality. I 
believe increasingly that there is no such way and that current dominating models 
of intercultural competence are mere smokescreens, pushed down our throat by 
powerful institutions trying to mould us into their ideological economic ideals 
(Illustration 2.2).

Interculturality as bureaucracy: you just do as you are told. Don’t ask questions! 
Don’t complain! Don’t disturb the peace! 

For this fragment I am reminded of what a character in Camus’s State of Siege 
(1958: 206) exclaims: 
“You thought that everything could be expressed in terms of figures, formulas. 
But when you were compiling your precious registers, you quite forgot the wild 
roses in the hedges, the signs in the sky, the smiles of summer, the great voice 
of the sea, the moments when man rises in his wrath and scatters all before him. 
[She laughs.]” 
As an important notion of today’s world (and of the past!), we must consistently 
reflect on what interculturality could be and on how to ‘do’ it. Questioning orders 
given to us as to how it should be done in research and education, comparing 
different such orders and deciding for ourselves with others what we make of 
interculturality, beyond formulas, are increasingly vital tasks for today’s world. 

Interculturality is what we don’t know.

This somewhat paradoxical fragment goes hand in hand with the previous one. 
If we think we know what interculturality is, what to do about it, and how to do 
it—without consulting, observing and negotiating with others, we need to think
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Illustration 2.2 Trying to 
get out of one’s well of 
interculturality

again. Maybe interculturality is never what we think it is. We need to explore it 
further and to focus on what we don’t know, our ‘ignorance’ of the notion while 
listing what we think we know, our beliefs about it.

Interculturality as an orthodoxy. 

Orthodoxy comes from Greek orthodoxia for the right opinion. There appears to be 
a certain number of accepted ways of conceptualizing (intercultural competence; 
the primacy of culture), accepted views (stereotypes must be banned; intercultur-
ality is something we can learn), accepted attitudes (tolerate others, respect their 
culture) concerning interculturality, which some scholars, educators and decision-
makers, deem unquestionable. As we shall see in a later fragment, such orthodoxy 
deserves to be opened up and enriched by interculturalizing interculturality, i.e. 
unthinking and rethinking all these elements again and again. 

Interculturality is not a passe-partout but an impasse. 

A passe-partout comes from French for ‘passing everywhere’. The word is used 
to refer to a master key and is used today in decorative arts as a method of framing 
the edges of a picture with strips of paper. Interculturality as a notion cannot 
be ‘framed’ everywhere since it is polysemic and, intrinsically, diverse. Instead, 
interculturality represents an impasse, a blind alley, a dead end, or even a deadlock, 
if it is not taken seriously into account, and merely used as a slogan, as something 
taken for granted.
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Interculturality does not have a single platonic essence. 

In the use of the notion, in research, education but also, sometimes in politics, 
interculturality is used like an automaton, as if it were understood and made rele-
vant and meaningful in the same way to all those who hear the word. I remember 
talking to an ‘academic guru’ of interculturality who used the word in such broad 
ways that I was forced to ask her what she meant by interculturality. She replied: 
‘interculturality is just interculturality’. No, interculturality is never ‘just inter-
culturality’. The more one travels mentally through the highways of research, 
politics and educational discourses on diversity, plurality, ethnic, racial, social, 
linguistic complexity, the more one notices that interculturality does not have a 
single platonic essence but an uncountable number of ‘lifebloods’. Asserting that 
there is only one form of interculturality is resorting to essentialism (reducing one 
thing to its essence, its core—here: its imaginary substance). Interestingly many of 
those who claim to be doing ‘non-essentialism’, whereby they claim to be able to 
approach self and other beyond solid characteristics (generalizations, stereotypes, 
misperceptions, see Holliday, 2010), tend to essentialize what interculturality is 
about. 

Interculturality burrows into our brains like an earworm. We need to get rid of that 
annoying repetitive tune. 

An earworm is a song or melody that keeps repeating in our mind. It can also 
refer to an involuntary musical imagery. Interculturality as a word often rings 
like an earworm. It is used by scholars, teachers, decision-makers, again and 
again, without much variation—although the tune might sound atonal at times. 
It might take time to remove the earworm from our ear cavities, yet, as many 
fragments suggest in this book, it might be worth it, especially if one wishes to 
‘interculturalize interculturality’ (Dervin & Jacobsson, 2021) (Illustration 2.3).

2.2 Deconstructing Culture 

A print from Wang Maigan (1921–2002) shows three people reading a book with 
the Chinese words ‘学文化’ printed on its cover—translated as learning culture in 
English. Many interculturalists would still fantasize over this book.

This print reminds us that the concept of culture, although flanked in the middle 
of inter- and -ality in interculturality, is problematic. When I asked friends and 
colleagues who speak Chinese to translate 学文化 in English, French and Finnish, 
they all came up with somewhat different versions, from translating 文化 with 
language, technology and even Chinese. The print is from 1959 and, at the time, the 
meaning of this concept, used in daily life around the world today, might have been 
completely different. Although the concept of culture has been critically assessed 
in research on intercultural communication education, it is still present in this 
complex field. A quick look at the titles of books on intercultural communication
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Illustration 2.3 The 
earworm of interculturality

from 2020 to 2021, keywords such as language, translation, social justice and the 
postcolonial turn seem to dominate. However, the word culture is still present in 
books such as Rethinking Culture in Health Communication: Social Interactions 
as Intercultural Encounters (Hsieh & Kramer, 2021); Intercultural Politeness: 
Managing Relations across Cultures (Spencer-Oatey & Kádár, 2021); Crossing 
Cultures: Intercultural Communication in a Connected World (Fenton et al., 2020) 
and Language, Culture and Identity in Two Chinese Community Schools: More 
than One Way of Being Chinese? (Ganassin, 2020).

Culture as the low-hanging fruit of interculturality. 

I have often noted that when people see the word interculturality, they tend to focus 
on culture only, as if its centrality in the linguistic form of the notion pushed the 
inter- and -ality to the symbolic periphery of their graphic positions. Culture can 
be a starting point and I have never suggested that it should be ignored, removed, 
pushed aside, but like all elements used to discuss how we meet with others, it 
must be systematically problematized, discussed and rethought. We also need to 
aim higher than what catches our eyes first like a low-hanging fruit on a tree. 

When we say culture in English as a lingua franca, we are not aiming for mutual 
comprehension unless we renegotiate the use of the word. 

When I was a PhD student, I asked an internationally renowned ‘guru’ of the time 
(who is still very much with us) to define the concept of culture that they kept 
using in the English language in a keynote they had just delivered. The ‘guru’
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laughed at me, arguing that the concept is too complex to be defined. The non-
answer—an embarrassed answer—par excellence! The accompanying jeer at the 
young student I was at the time stayed with me: how many novice researchers are 
‘shamed’ into believing that it is fine to use ‘empty/emptied’ concepts to support 
one’s own ideological fantasies about interculturality? Or that they need to speak 
the same interculturalspeak without being allowed to question it? When we use 
an international (but ideologically and geographically very much ‘magnetted’ 
towards the ‘West’) language like English, the complexity of the concept of culture 
(and its ideological use) is amplified. 
When the word is uttered, systematically try to interrogate for yourselves and with 
others what it could refer to (if anything!). Whenever we use the word we may 
not aim for interculturality… 

Culture is the mere ‘playmate’ of interculturality. A distraction. Culture is the mere 
playmate of interculturality—in the Chinese meaning of the word (玩伴 wánbàn)—vs. 
a friend. It distracts us. We ‘play’ with it. The serious stuff is elsewhere. 

Like all other languages, in Chinese there appear to be many words to refer to 
relationships between people. A friend, a partner, a comrade is 朋友 (péngyǒu) 
while 玩伴 (wánbàn) can translate as a playmate. The roles of these different kinds 
of ‘friends’ differ: while 朋友 is a ‘close’ friend one might have known for a very 
long time, 玩伴 is ‘used’ for ‘playing’, ‘having fun’—no real strings attached. In 
English, the word playmate is often used to refer to children and their ‘friends’. 
In Chinese, the verb to play is also used to refer to adults’ activities outside work-
related tasks such as going to the cinema, singing Karaoke, etc. Chinese speakers 
might say in English: ‘you want to play with me at the cinema this weekend?’. The 
concept of culture is often 玩伴, a playmate, in interculturality—not a real friend, 
someone we can rely on, build a long-lasting relationship to change together. 

The illusion that there are ‘homogeneous cultures’, untouched, pure and singular, 
seems to be very much alive in research today. 

The idea of culture as both an ideological construction related to either the nation 
or the superiority/inferiority of us versus them (or vice versa) dates back to the 
eighteenth century and has influenced us immensely over the past two centuries. 
Imagined homogeneity, which I propose to call homoginary, has been a constant 
since then. Although it has been questioned by scholars, educators and ‘common 
people’ again and again, it is always with us. Heterogeneity, mixing, mélange, 
together with the contradictions and incoherence that they bring along, are our 
norms (and have always been). Looking for our ‘specificities’ and ‘stories’ is 
part of interculturality—not to get lost in an ocean of othernesses. However, we 
need to shift our focus on the necessity of the inter- to be able to create ‘us’ in 
interculturality. 

Culture is not a swearword, just a political word. And like all such words, we must 
beware!
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My students always feel shy to use the word culture in front of me… as if it 
had become a taboo or a banned word. I used to be critical of the use, abuse and 
overuse of the concept. This was needed in the process of emancipating myself 
from the doxa of interculturality in research and education. However, culture is 
not a swearword! It is used a million times per day in different languages around 
the world. Like many other words, it is thus given some importance by those who 
use it—although they may not even think about its potential meaning(s). And like 
most words used to speak about interculturality, it is a political word in the sense 
that it has been imposed indirectly unto us to imagine, explain and understand our 
world in certain ways. It is not for me to say if we can use it or not, but all I know 
is that we must pay attention to it—and to many other words used in conjunction 
with interculturality such as identity, community, competence, citizenship,1 etc. 

Advice from an intercultural scholar to students: ‘one student went to Thailand and 
ended up in jail for stealing Nike shoes. So be careful, respect their cultures, traditions 
and rules.’ 

I think they meant ‘laws’? Is stealing shoes a tradition and rule in their own country? 

I heard this advice from a scholar speaking to a group of (privileged) students at 
an elite university who were going to study abroad. This illustrates well the points 
made about culture hitherto: culture can too easily be ideologically maneuvered, 
often used as a substitute for something else, here: the law—which was never 
mentioned by the scholar. If the example had been set in another part of the 
world, e.g. the USA, would the three words of cultures, traditions and rules have 
been used? Always question potential silences, substitutions in the way people 
‘discourse’ interculturality. Why this word, concept, notion and not others? 

Interculturality as three-dimensional, representing and articulating the inter-, -ality 
and the flow of life. 

Interculturality is not a static phenomenon. It is not about you and me standing 
in front of each other like statuesque forms, symbolizing ‘cultures’, keeping us 
apart. Interculturality is life. Interculturality flows in multiple forms, allowing us 
to change together again and again. As such it is three-dimensional rather than 
summarizing the one-dimensionality of culture. It involves all senses and transfor-
mations of who we are together, ‘in a (joint) body’ (as hinted at in the etymology 
of together, in the Proto-Germanic gaduri, to unite, join, fit). Interculturality is 
thus not the mere mask of culture that we don in front of the other.

1 By mistake, I typed ‘critizenship’ in an earlier draft of this book, which I thought was a sound 
coincidence. The word seems to be used today as an automaton in research and education, lacking 
critical flavours. Critizenship is a portmanteau word composed of citizenship and critical. 



22 2 What Interculturality Might Not Be About …

2.3 Hoaxes About Interculturality 

Someone transferred to me an ad for a teaching job in China. ‘Nationality: Native 
speaker of English’. A new country. A well-known ideological sphere. 

In a later chapter, we shall discuss the importance of reflecting on language. This 
fragment reminds us that we always need to weigh the ideological power of the 
words used in a given document. This was an ad for an English teaching job 
in China (i.e. a job with symbolic power, considering the appeal of English and 
‘some’ English-speaking countries in mainland China), where nationality became 
a synonym for language. By not mentioning nationalities but a label that applies 
to a certain amount of people from certain countries the ad confuses its readers. 
What does the label native speaker of English refer to? Does it rely on passport-
holders from countries where English is an official language (over 80 countries 
such as Botswana, Cameroon, Malawi or Singapore)? Does it include all forms of 
English, even that of people born, e.g., from a mixed couple that uses English as 
a lingua franca, for which none of them are native speakers? The biologization of 
English here is very much reminiscent of previous discussions around culture… 
This ideological sphere deserves to be addressed again and again (see Houghton & 
Bouchard, 2020). 

Quantity doesn’t necessarily change the quality of interculturality. 

The more people I know ‘interculturally’, the more competent I am. 

A deliberately faulty equation. 

Since I have lived in different countries and used multiple languages on a daily 
basis, people always assume that I am a ‘citizen of the world’ and that I am 
‘interculturally competent’. I always seem to disappoint them when I tell them 
that I don’t feel I really know how to communicate with people and that, often, I 
prefer not to meet people, privileging, e.g., reading a good book or watching a good 
documentary. I have never believed that the more people we ‘know’ or have ‘met’ 
the better we are at interculturality. Although many people have complained about 
not being able to meet people face-to-face during the pandemic, I was delighted 
to be able to reduce the amount of time spent on ‘relationing’, being able to focus 
more on rethinking sociality. ‘Doing’ interculturality does not function based on 
a system of collecting ‘good’ points. In fact, some intercultural encounters can be 
meaningless, inauthentic, shallow, performed in ways that would not lead to long-
term relations. Quality over quantity! Admiration for depth and change rather than 
the illusion of being a natural-born interculturalist! 

I believe increasingly that the real question for ‘what is the difference between 
intercultural love and love?’ should be ‘what is love?’.

After listening to me or interacting with me, I often find people asking me the 
same question today: Is there a difference between intercultural communication 
and other forms of communication—which some might refer to as intracultural?
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Illustration 2.4 
Intercultural love or just 
love? 

Academia and education are politically and economically driven. We need niches 
and identities to categorize, justify one’s existence and survival. Interculturality is 
a niche from which the market benefits (publishers, universities, consultants…). 
Erasing the artificial boundary between interculturality and something else would 
mean putting down the ‘neat’ (but fragile) borders that have been established, 
overused, manipulated and abused. Thinking about ‘love’, I am increasingly drawn 
to the conclusion that the phrase ‘intercultural love/intimacy’ does not make sense 
since starting a relation with someone—anyone!—from ‘our’ own context or 
other contexts is always inter- ‘something’. It is always about renegotiating, un-
re-making concessions, listening to each other, etc. (Illustration 2.4).

2.3.1 Interculturalspeak 

I proposed to call interculturalspeak automaton-like, a-critical and empty while, 
at times, clearly ideologically located perspectives and discourses on intercultur-
ality (Dervin, 2016). Interculturalspeak might lead to worshipping, blindly following 
while (mis-)judging other perspectives on interculturality. 

Interculturality is neither a new phenomenon nor entirely a new form of discourse. 

It is a truism to affirm that interculturality is as old as the world and that our 
ancestors have had to do interculturality, one way or another, based on categories 
that have changed (race, culture, religion, region, language, etc.). I was inspired to 
write this fragment after hearing the broadcast of several episodes of a French radio
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programme from the end of the 1940s called Tribune de Paris. For example, the 
episode from 12th December 1947 was about the fact that prejudices about race, 
class and nation are tenacious (Les préjugés de races, de classes et de nations 
ont la vie dure). It was a discussion between specialists who ‘denounced’ the 
prejudices that seemed to dominate at the end of the 1940s (e.g. racism, classism). 
The show ends with a conclusion by the presenter: it is important for people to 
‘understand that it is possible to move away and be freed from such prejudice’. 
Although some of the words used by the speaker don’t seem to be used in the 
French language to discuss these issues today, e.g. ‘superstitions’, the content of 
the speakers’ utterances appears to be very up-to-the-minute. Interestingly the 
person who introduces the programme (from 2021) asserts that the episode is 
about ‘a very far-away era, belonging thus to the past’… 

Interculturality often consists of intellectual, politico-economic and neuronal dres-
sage. Individuals get trained for pace, bearing, and specialized maneuvers. 

Dressage is a competition in which riders make their horses perform controlled 
movements. Since interculturality represents a wide range of ideological orders 
as to how to understand, explain and do it with others, research and education 
often contribute to train us to perform them in certain ways, often preventing us 
from considering other ways. 

Intercultural communication education often appears to be some form of adminis-
tration of encounters. Some sort of technology of encounters. 

Just let people be, do and experience as they wish, and especially let them make 
mistakes and fail! 

In my previous publications I have often commented on the insistence and illusion 
concerning success, which is deemed necessary to occur at all times in intercul-
turality. We tend to prepare individuals to become some kind of ‘superheroes’ 
of interculturality who never fail… However, failure is human, failure is always 
hiding in the background and it should be addressed upfront—neither hidden nor 
erased. Such an administrative façade of perspectives of interculturality may not 
facilitate complex and interculturalizing interculturality to happen. 

Denigrating other ways of talking/thinking about interculturality as old-fashioned, 
inferior or stagnant—mouthpieces for politicians, decision-makers. 

Different geo-economic-political spheres might have their own parlance, preferred 
vocabulary, ‘gurus’ and ideological positioning towards (issues of) intercultur-
ality. When discussing their own constructions of interculturality, they might look 
down upon others, often generalizing about them. For example, ‘interculturalists’ 
(a large category encompassing many different kinds of scholars, educators and 
economic–political followers) might criticize ‘multiculturalists’ for being this 
or that, promoting this or that (and vice versa). ‘Decolonialists’ might attack 
‘sustainabilists’ for being imprecise, politically driven, etc. All these categories 
are so broad and imprecise that they might make no sense by the end of the
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day. Labelling scholars and thinkers as followers of ideologies that are deemed 
to be ‘inferior’, ‘essentialising’, ‘political puppets’ (in/directly) hints at a lack 
of self-reflexivity and criticality since all perspectives (ours included) deserve to 
self-examined. 

Interculturality as ventriloquism. 

Ventriloquism, based on Latin venter (belly) and loqui (to speak), refers to the act 
of expressing one’s views and attitudes through the voice of others. For intercultur-
ality in research and education, this hints at a common phenomenon whereby one 
repeats—see parrots—(especially) dominating voices, that have been digested, 
without caring too much about, e.g., the ideologies and potential ethical inco-
herence that they might contain in relation to one’s own beliefs, experiences 
and worldviews. Reducing such ventriloquism (interculturalspeak) by becoming 
aware of it should be one central goal of intercultural communication education. 

Encounters across cultures. 

Sloganesque. 

Many assertions about interculturality such as the one contained in this fragment 
serve as slogans, mottos—empty but politically motivated utterances. Considering 
the problem one experiences when using the concept of ‘culture’, encounters of 
cultures are difficult to grasp. Do cultures or the agents (complex people) meet 
in interculturality? By desagentivizing interculturality, one limits the meanings, 
usefulness and impact of research and education on interculturality. 

“We are looking for scholars committed to educating and serving cultures other than 
their own.” 

Cultures as minds to educate. 

The (anonymized) quote included in this fragment derives from a job adver-
tisement for an academic position in North America. Desagentivization par 
excellence! Cultures as educational agents. 

To give the floor to ‘diversity’ who parrots dominating ideologies is a waste of 
interculturality. 

At times voices from the ‘periphery’, so-called diverse voices, rehearsing domi-
nating ideologies are introduced in the ‘mainstream’ of interculturality to give an 
illusion of diversification, of ‘interculturalizing interculturality’. These tokenistic 
inclusions that tend to rehearse what the majority and economic–political domi-
nating voices argue for, do not add to intercultural scholarship and/or educa-
tion as such. Their names, associations with dominating figures and presence 
should lead instead to the enrichment of multilingual, epistemological, method-
ological, bibliographical, ‘worldviewical’, economic–political engagement with 
the notion of interculturality. This necessitates talking, arguing, curious digging 
into local funds of knowledge and language about interculturality together with 
the dominating voices. Silencing the latter for a while might also give real space 
to re-de-ideologizing interculturality.
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A cliché: We live in a sloganistic world. 

Research and education are not immune to slogans, catchphrases or banners 
when it comes to interculturality. Each researcher contributes in/directly to this 
inevitable flaw. 

Bureaucrats and civil servants of interculturality: nothing new to say, just safeguard 
the temple. 

The Chinese word 假大空 refers to empty words, bogus speech, empty and somewhat 
inconsistent talk but also to a malarkey or a flimflammer. The first character 假 has 
an ideographic based on the word for false (叚) and person (亻), which means fake 
or artificial. The second one is the Chinese for big, huge, great, wide but also older. 
Finally, 空 means empty, vacant, unoccupied. In other words, 假大空 combines big, 
false and empty. Three adequate words that might help us spot poor scholarship of 
interculturality! 

Sometimes I feel that we don’t even realise that we abuse and misuse interculturality. 

Any statement on interculturality made by a scholar, educator and/or decision-
maker could influence thousands of individuals such as students, students’ 
acquaintances, and the general public (if uttered and supported through the media). 
We need to take the responsibility of our assertions and to speak carefully not to 
mislead others. The role of public figures (dare I say, ‘administrators’) of inter-
culturality is to guide people towards critical and reflexive engagement with the 
notion—not to impose one set of ideology but a wide range, beyond the accepted 
and the dominating voice! Abuses and misuses of interculturality must be spotted, 
discussed and ‘refreshed’. 

There seems to be a split between ‘saying’, ‘thinking’ and ‘feeling’. Not ‘saying’ 
never reflects ‘thinking’ and ‘feeling’. For example, I may not stereotype openly but 
inside of me, stereotypes float freely. 

A recurrent form of interculturalspeak relates to the naïve belief that words are 
trustworthy, that if someone asserts a ‘truth’ about the way they ‘do’ intercultur-
ality, the truth is the truth. As such, people often experience pressure to perform 
‘well’ and according to the ‘orders’ they are sollicited to follow (‘be tolerant’, 
‘don’t use stereotype!’, ‘don’t essentialise!’, ‘respect other cultures!’…). There-
fore, what I say I do/did/think/thought may not reflect a reality, a thought, an act. 
When I claim not to have stereotypes about someone/something, am I constructing 
a reality? Can I not have stereotypes about someone/something? I might censor 
a given stereotype about, e.g., gender and/or social class, but soon, a stereotype 
concerning another (combination) of identity aspects might pop up. Accepting 
the fact that words do not always correspond to words and/or actions does not 
mean defeat but it can help us confront impudently the in/coherence and complex-
ities of humanity and sociality, the continua of self and other. In a world where, 
e.g., stereotypes and representations are banished without being reflected upon 
and discussed with others, there is a risk of performing relations based on too
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strong a hiatus between what we (have been made to) really think and what we 
say, in the presence of others, leading to counterfeited and unsustainable rela-
tions. The multifaceted change that interculturality triggers between us cannot be 
observed and/or serve as bases for meaningful discussions if elements of change 
are removed in superficial ways. 

In the following fragments, we find examples of interculturalspeak consisting of 
doxic statements (the doxa = commonsense, see items 1, 2) and the unproblematized 
use of terms to discuss interculturality (3–6): 

1. A scholar asserted at an online event the other day: ‘Face-to-face meetings 
are better than online meetings for intercultural encounters. Interaction is more 
natural and direct during the former’. I disagree: does face-to-face really make 
meeting the other more sincere, ‘authentic’ or intercultural? If we do not listen 
to others or do not give access to our ‘backstage’, it amounts to the same; it 
is worse since we waste more time getting into trouble ‘meeting’ physically. 
Bodily encounters are not necessarily encounters. They can be mere ‘visits’, and 
temporary togetherness. 

2. The illusion of contact and physical movement as a key to interculturality. 
Someone asked me today how to teach interculturality if one has never been 
abroad as if direct physical contact was the only form of accessing intercul-
turality, in a world where interculturality is everywhere (and even beyond the 
international!). 

3. Someone at an event in France talks about ‘making people of different nationali-
ties function/operate/work as a machine [translations of fonctionner in French] 
together’. 

People as machines. 
4. Trom: a Scottish word for heavy and difficult. The TROM of interculturality: 

Tolerance, Respect and Open-Mindedness. Three over-rehearsed terms that 
need rethinking, beyond the doxa. 

5. (Based on Chinese discourses of interculturality around the concept of culture) 
To remove our cultural dross 
To contribute to our cultural growth. 
Interculturality as capital. 

6. A scholar proposes to replace the idea of globalization with planetization—the 
‘Franglais’ word for the ‘old’ French ideology of mondialization—in a plenary to 
Chinese scholars specializing in interculturality. They quote the Pope, the French 
Jesuit priest Teilhard de Chardin and former French Prime Minister Jean-Pierre 
Raffarin… and links it clumsily to the Chinese idea of a Community of Shared 
Future for Mankind. The idea of making globalization more ‘humane’ is not new.
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2.3.2 Problems of Intercultural Scholarship 

In this subsection, I focus more specifically on aspects of scholarship that have 
inspired some of my fragments about interculturality. These derive from different 
sources such as conference calls, surveys, and my reading of research articles. Inter-
culturality is found in many different fields of research such as language education, 
health studies, business studies, teacher education and arts education. This makes it 
a complex and fluid field, with some subfields never dialoguing with some others. 

An event on interculturality, Levinas and the Other. The token. The wheel. 

Next! 

I am always surprised by the tokenistic inclusion of certain thinkers and scholars 
from different fields in intercultural studies. Interdisciplinarity is always a good 
thing, and it is very much needed to enrich interculturality—actually, we need 
systematic engagement with ideas from other fields since interculturality is, in a 
sense, central to sociality. However, I wonder why a philosopher like Emmanuel 
Levinas (1906–1995), whose work has been central on the issue of the other, 
suddenly pops back onto the stage of interculturality when his ideas have been 
explored intensively over the past 30 years. I feel guilty asking the following 
questions, since I have also always found his work inspiring but: Why him? Why 
his ideas? What about trying to discover other voices, from other parts of the 
world? Curiosity in the way we think about and problematize interculturality is 
much needed, beyond the ‘canon’, in the broad field of intercultural communi-
cation education (e.g. Bennett, Byram, Deardorff) and the ‘obvious’ from other 
fields such as (randomly) Bourdieu, Buber, Dewey, Freire, Said. We need to read 
in other languages, engage with other ideas in different languages and stop rein-
venting the wheel by recycling the same voices. Let’s invent a Russian Roulette 
of authors for interculturality, picking scholars and thinkers from different parts 
of the world, in different languages and let destiny choose for us what to read and 
explore. Music, the visual art and fiction (amongst others) can also provide us 
with inspiration to think beyond the accepted. Interculturality is all around and is 
waiting for us… 

Survey on online conferences and interculturality: thoughts locked away in a suitcase, 
leading to depersonalization. 

Towards the right to think! 

Reading through a survey I received I pause after each item (for which one had 
to choose 1…5) and wonder: does this even mean anything? What is the ideology 
behind the statements? Is this even meant to mean anything? How intercultural 
are the statements about interculturality? Written in English, it is aimed at anyone 
in the world, anyone who will for sure understand the different words used in the 
items to be evaluated very differently because of linguistic and economic–polit-
ical–ideological beliefs. This form of inquiry about interculturality depersonalizes
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the notion, it turns interculturalspeak into a vanishing ghost, into a soup that no 
one can taste. 

When Cicero lost his daughter, he started writing letters to himself to find solace 
from sorrow. When I read about interculturality, I want to write to myself. 

“The ‘giants’ of interculturality on whose shoulders we stand”. Colossuses with feet 
of clay… 

Banking on the word interculturality, hoping to make a name for oneself, without 
substance or contribution to real new knowledge. 

“They are moving beyond intercultural and crosscultural to transcultural…”. Any 
difference? 

I am often puzzled by the way some scholars use notions, without problematizing 
them. In this quote there are several problems: 1. The person never explained 
what each of these terms means (intercultural, crosscultural, transcultural) as if 
they were ‘obvious’ to the listener; 2. Each of these labels is potentially poly-
semic in the English language and in other languages and can mean the same or 
something different when compared to each of them. What the roots inter-, cross-
and trans-mean in English is not self-evident or clear-cut. For different people in 
different contexts they might all—or separately—refer to (in alphabetical order) 
across, among, beyond, between, on the other side of, to go beyond, through, 
etc. And imagine in different languages, the complexities of these roots! Moving 
‘beyond’—which seems to indicate a critique of intercultural and crosscultural in 
the quote from the fragment—makes no sense if these terms are not clarified—and 
even if they are we may disagree with what they hint at. 

The ouroboros as a metaphor for interculturality as it is today. Western critiques are 
still western. They still eat their own tails. 

In Ancient Egypt, the ouroboros was a symbol representing a snake eating its own 
tail, devouring itself and being reborn ad infinitum. The tail-devourer is a good 
metaphor for what we have been experiencing over the past decades in intercultural 
scholarship. We are critical, we mean to be critical, we criticize those we believe 
are not critical, we order others to be critical but, in the end, we forget to be self-
critical. We go around in circles, rehearsing ideologies that still emerged from 
the ‘Western’ context. The ouroboros needs to stop aiming at its tail, pause and 
listen to other voices. So-called critical interculturality, to which I have myself 
contributed, could easily pass as cheap rupture if not ‘done’ beyond the canon of 
criticality. 

Critical interculturality seems to remain within or at the surface of the realm of 
‘Western’ semantics. Newly packaged but with the same dominating voices inside.
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No one listens; no one feels the need to listen. 

Ways of analysing interculturality in research is often the exaggeration of a 
phenomenon. 

As the reader will have noticed I have insisted repeatedly on the plurality of 
the notion of interculturality until now, and this constitutes a ritornello in this 
book. Depending on how we understand and conceptualize the notion, the way 
we analyse it will be impacted, thus exaggerating what we see in it, what we hear 
and experience. In order to play all this down, we need to look at the phenomena 
we analyse from multiple perspectives, listening to utterances, noises, sounds, 
voices but also to what we see. Over the years that I have been working with 
art, I have also learnt not just to focus on what I produce and see but also to 
hear through the processes of painting and drawing. Using different senses can 
help, as a researcher too, to expand our horizons and to ‘treat’ interculturality in 
novel ways. I note that, interestingly, in Chinese, the term 聞 or 闻 (wén) , from 
Traditional Chinese Medicine, can be used to refer to both the act of smelling and 
listening. 

End of a conference on interculturality where no time was given for people to ask 
questions and/or discuss: ‘we have reached a consensus about the importance of 
intercultural communication today’. The marathon of presentations would have 
deserved witnessing a few strains and sprains. 

When there is no dialogue, it is easy to reach a consensus. Let’s all speak the same 
empty speak—unanimity will then arise! 

Is it fair to make interculturality ex-timate? 

I wrote this fragment as a reaction to hearing scholars ‘forcing’ their students to 
be openly reflexive either in writing or in speaking during their lectures. Ordering 
them to reflect aloud for others—rather than with others—about their intercultural 
experiences represents a danger. First there is often the wrong idea that students 
need to reflect or that they are not reflexive about what they learn/experience. This 
is a myth since reflexivity is what each and every one of us does all the time. Some-
times students refrain from sharing their reflections and critical reviews of what 
is uttered in class because they don’t feel comfortable with doing that or because 
they think it is too private—or irrelevant. Some even think that their potential 
contributions would not be clever enough. After years of engaging with students 
from around the world about interculturality, I do not believe that reflecting on our 
intercultural experiences in class helps so much, since this is a very private and 
intimate ‘thing’. However, if we wish to include the ‘ex-timate’ (e.g. Zwart, 2017) 
in our teaching and then do research about it, guiding each other (teachers and 
students) to play the game of reflexivity and criticality together, especially about 
how we see, conceptualize, understand, the notion of interculturality, represents 
an interesting educational exercise. 

“You are a bad essentialist!”.
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Hurts. 

Non-essentialism, refraining from approaching others in ‘solid’ ways, is all the 
rage in research these days. When I started in the field some twenty years ago, 
very few people mentioned this notion or took it seriously. Today it has become 
some kind of a weapon against those who are accused of doing essentialism— 
which I have also done in the past. However, 1. No one can escape essentialism; 
one can ‘fake’ non-essentialism by censuring oneself and others, but one cannot 
remove certain ideas from one’s head—sentiments guiding their inclusion; 2. 
‘doing’ non-essentialism from a ‘Western’ position makes it very uncomfortable. 
For example, accusing someone from outside the ‘West’ of being an essentialist 
when performing what we consider to be essentialist, might not make much sense 
as a mark of non-essentialism. Non-essentialism deserves to be treated with care. 

Are certain forms of non-essentialism provincialist2 ? 

As elements that are not necessarily shared by all people around the world, 
who might have other concerns, priorities or economic–political agendas, non-
essentialisms, we must beware of their provincialization and not assume that they 
apply to the whole world. 

Non-essentialism as an artifice. 

While reading Canetti (2021: 98), I found this quote which illustrates well this 
fragment: ‘All prejudices are caused by other prejudices, and the most frequent 
are those deriving from their opposites’. 

Non-essentialism is an illusionary victory. 

Essentialism can come creeping back into the spotlight as quicker as we believe 
it has left us. What is more it may leave us in peace discursively—if programmed 
to disappear for a while—but in action and thought still be very much with us. 

The urge to avoid stereotypes is both a performance and a form of censorship. As 
soon as we leave the safe and protected space of a classroom (the performatively 
agreed upon context of the classroom), we stereotype. In one way or another, we 
also do. If we could see what people think and perceive (‘backstage’), the classroom 
would be filled with stereotypes. 

My non-essentialism is not your non-essentialism. 

Is the core of non-essentialism universal? Travelling mentally, digitally and phys-
ically around the world, speaking to people and (re-de-)observing them and 
myself, I realize that my non-essentialism may not be ‘theirs’, and that by 
judging their views, attitudes, non-understanding of my non-essentialism, I fall 
into essentialism.

2 I use the word provincialist in reference to Chakrabarty’s (2000) Provincializing Europe: Post-
colonial Thought and Historical Difference. The author deconstructs an imaginary Europe, which 
often serves as a gauge for measuring modernity in non-Western countries. 
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What is the difference between non-essentialism, stereotypes and representations? 
Are we facing the illusion of moving forward? 

Performance of non-essentialism: pretending to do beyond and away with essen-
tialism. It is much better to accept and admit essentialism in all of us—since we 
can’t ‘act’ without it—and to ‘do’ non-essentialism whenever and if we can. 

This fragment reminds me of what the famous Austrian-American composer 
Arnold Schoenberg (in Schmidt, 2004: 164) said about philosopher and musician 
Theodor W. Adorno (1903–1969): ‘He knows everything about 12-tone music, 
but has no idea of the creative process involved’. The 12-tone music is the type of 
music that Schoenberg invented. Knowing about non-essentialism does not mean 
that we know how to ‘do’ it. 

The end of Hofstede et al. in intercultural scholarship marks the expiration of 
disagreement. Non-essentialism has become a doxa, an order and a closed door 
to dialogue. 

The corrupted anti-stereotype police: Don’t stereotype! But we are entitled to! 

I hear many contradictions from so-called critical scholars when they speak. In 
writing one can control more easily non-essentialistic positions. However, orally, 
the instability of discourse and the influence of others can easily lead to essen-
tialism, without even realizing. On stage and off-stage, scholars might express 
themselves differently, especially when they are not in the gaze range of those 
they lecture and for whom they provide orders: We must listen to ourselves! We 
must stop accusing the other of being ‘bad’ while we also fail to follow principles 
which may not be realistic! 

Essentialism but also non-essentialism, exoticism, stereotyping, etc. tell us more  
about the utterer’s fantasies, worldviews, economic–political agendas and self-
identification than about the other. 

[Pause and Questions] 
The first chapter was based on fragments problematizing what interculturality is not 
in everyday encounters, in research and education. The concept of culture, as well 
as myths and interculturalspeak, were also introduced and discussed. Figure 2.1 is 
a projection of the most important keywords from the fragments. They summarize 
how interculturality is usually viewed. Through the fragments, I propose that these 
keywords can serve as a gauge for unthinking and rethinking what interculturality 
could be.

I recommend reviewing each of the keywords in order to think about opposite 
characteristics and objectives for interculturality. For example, to rethink intercul-
turality, we need to free ourselves from the ‘dressage’ that we have received from 
school and family (amongst others); we need to move beyond mere crossover; learn 
with each other and consider intercultural encounters beyond slogans. In the next 
chapter, we will look into supplementary aspects of interculturality.
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Fig. 2.1 What interculturality is not (keywords)

Questions to Think Further 

• What aspects of the definition of interculturality you are acquainted with do you 
disagree with/reject? Explain why. What alternative elements of the definition 
would you want to use to make sense of the notion? 

• How many perspectives of interculturality are you aware of in the world? Make 
a list and discuss their characteristics, as well as their potential pros and cons. 

• What concepts and notions used in research and education for interculturality do 
you currently find appealing or problematic? Explain why. 

• Like everyone else, you have received some form of ‘dressage’ concerning inter-
culturality, about what it is, how to understand it and talk about it—see how to 
‘do’ it. Can you try to describe the kind of ‘dressage’ you have experienced? 

• What do you make of the difference between ‘dire-vrai’ and ‘truth’? 
• Reflect on Merleau-Ponty’s idea that philosophers ‘do not serve souls by approx-

imation and sham’. What could this mean for interculturality as an object of 
research and education? 

• What does the (Chinese) phrase ‘cultural dross’ mean to you, especially in relation 
to interculturality? 

• Can you think of examples of homoginaries (imaginaries about homogeneity) 
concerning your own country/‘culture’? 

• Find video excerpts or pictures from M. Abramovic’s 2010 performance The 
Artist is Present. Observe what happens when people stare into her eyes. What do 
you think is happening in their minds? What about the artist’s? What could this 
performance tell us about interculturality? 

• Make a list of scholars, famous figures from outside the field of intercul-
tural communication education, who could contribute new knowledge about 
interculturality. Try to think of people from outside the ‘West’ if you can. 

• What potential differences do you see between intercultural love and just love? 
• Do you think that it would ever be possible to do interculturality in as equal a 

position as possible with others? Reflect back on your intercultural experiences 
and reflect on the issue of equality: how equal were these relations? Did you 
manage to modify this aspect of your encounters?
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• “Maybe interculturality is never what you think it is”. How do you interpret this 
fragment? Have you yourself had to modify the way you see interculturality? Why 
(not)? 

• Find out more about both Japanning and chinoiserie. Why do they represent inter-
esting metaphors for reflecting on what interculturality is not? Why are imitating 
and copying problematic for interculturality? 

• Acquaint yourself with the concepts of non-essentialism, stereotypes and repre-
sentations. What differences and similarities can you observe between them? 
Which one(s) would you think of using in future and why? 
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Chapter 3 
What Interculturality Could Be: 
Uncertainties and Suggestions 

Abstract As a companion to the previous chapter, this chapter focuses on what 
interculturality could be. Through discussing the fragments, the chapter shows that 
interculturality as both a phenomenon (‘encounters’) and an object of research and 
education is polysemic, complex and malleable. There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ in 
interculturality. A certain number of metaphors are explored, and they all demonstrate 
these characteristics: e.g. the crystal cube, Swiss knife, Penrose stairs, holes in a pair 
of socks. Many fragments also argue that interculturality is everywhere, in everyone 
and everything and that the notion revolves around in-betweenness. Finally rethinking 
how we engage with interculturality can provide some answers to issues such as 
accepting and working with its unpredictability, focusing on differilitude and mélange 
and asking more questions than providing (static) answers. 

I want to start this chapter by giving myself a reminder in the form of a fragment: 

I am a ‘white-faced scholar’ (白面书生 Bái miǎn shūshēng) – an inexperienced young 
scholar in Chinese. 

I know nothing about interculturality! 

Although in this chapter I will try to discuss what interculturality could be in 
multiple ways, the reader should remember that the content of the fragments is 
not necessarily coherent and consistent since I am interrogating the notion as I 
move along. I thus advise readers to jot down ideas that they find, e.g., stimulating, 
surprising and incoherent, elements with which they might disagree. After reading 
the chapter, go back to your notes and try to make your own views on what intercul-
turality could be. If you read the chapter at different moments, you will find that your 
take on the notion might change, rereading the fragments. This process, I argue, is 
central to working on interculturality.
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3.1 Interculturality Is… 

In this section I have collected all the fragments that I wrote down as multifaceted 
definitions of different aspects of interculturality (e.g. Scarantino & Nielsen, 2015). 
Some of these elements could be contradictory with others and thus urge us to treat 
interculturality not as a straight line leading to a superbly straightforward definition 
of the notion. 

Interculturality is a voodoo doll: It affects us all one way or another. 

In different parts of the world, people have used representations of others, in, e.g., 
the form of a doll, to cast both good and bad spells on them. No one can avoid 
or escape from interculturality and thus ‘being put a spell on’. Interculturality 
is found in every aspect of our lives, through objects and artefacts and/or in 
direct/mediated encounters with the other, in our own language(s) and/or in other 
language(s). 

Interculturality is a clear-eyed recognition of the need to listen to the many and 
varied ways of ‘doing’ interculturality in research and education. 

Interculturality is about accepting the necessity to ask and answer awkward 
questions. 

The fear of conflict and questioning that seems to be characteristic of our world— 
especially in, e.g., face-to-face encounters; social media represent an exception by 
the (illusionary) freedom to express oneself as one wishes—often leads us to not 
really speak our mind and/or ask direct questions to each other. Interculturality 
should urge us to do otherwise and to engage with each other in ways that could 
even lead to gauche moments. Without such engagements, the performance of 
interculturality may not lead anywhere. 

Interculturality is all about understanding and encountering in between. 

This fragment reminds us of the centrality of the in-between when dealing with 
interculturality. It is not about two = one + one but two = one with one. The  
etymologies of the verb to understand and encounter are of interest here. To 
understand is from Old English for to stand in the midst of and to encounter 
from old French for against, with an original meaning in English as to meet as 
an adversary—both indicating the necessity to take into account the co-presence 
of at least two entities, who affect each other, exchange with each other, and thus 
change together. The two processes of understanding and encountering cannot 
occur without the hyphen between self and other, even when I am just by myself, 
talking to myself, reflecting by myself (see Illustration 3.1).

Interculturality is about pointing out what usually goes unnoticed.

When facing and confronting the other, change between us happens. Change 
can be minor or unnoticeable, short term or/and long term. Change can trigger 
other transformations and ricochets in self and others. That is why, when ‘doing’
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Illustration 3.1 The 
hyphen between self and 
other

interculturality, instead of focusing on what we already know, are aware of, and 
understand, we need to open up our eyes and ears in front of what we don’t know, 
understand and explain: the unnoticed, unnoticeable.

Interculturality, like philosophy, asks itself if and how useful it is. 

One of the aims of philosophy relates to its etymology: Greek philosophia, love of 
knowledge, pursuit of wisdom, systematic investigation (philo-, loving + sophia, 
knowledge, wisdom). Philosophy urges us to ask questions rather than look for 
‘static’ answers. What philosophy also does is to question its own utility as a 
‘tool’ for supporting us in our thinking. To me, interculturality, as a perspective, 
does the same. Instead of providing us with concrete answers to our queries about 
who we are (with others and vice versa), what we (should) do, what we (should) 
think, it suggests that we ask these questions, modify them (with others) and act 
accordingly, testing out new ways. Interculturality, as a fluid object of research 
and education and a set of performing acts, also urges us to ponder over what we 
do with it again and again—not aiming for a final(ized) illusionary answer as to 
what it is and how to do it. Revising beliefs and ideologies about interculturality 
continuously is what the notion is about.
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Interculturality reveals the limits of what I (think I) know, rather than show me that 
I know. 

Interculturality is coincidentia oppositorum. 

The Latin phrase coincidentia oppositorum contained in this fragment translates 
as: unity of opposites. This contradictory discourse instrument urges us to consider 
interculturality through continua of ideologies, beliefs, experiences, sentiments 
to enrich our ways of thinking about and acting it out with others. Intercultur-
ality is never a straight line, paved with precise stepping stones that we need to 
cross to move forward. Like all aspects of humanity and sociality interculturality 
puts us in situations where we feel happy, sad, satisfied, disappointed, thirsty for 
knowledge, lazy, energetic, proud, ashamed, etc.—and at times all these at the 
same time. Interculturality should shake us between these opposites. Being aware 
of the characteristics, the movements between them, could enrich our encounters, 
especially if shared and discussed with others. 

Interculturality is about oneself surveying oneself, rather than oneself staring at the 
other. 

Interculturality involves a minima two individuals who ‘do’ things together and 
enter into in/direct conversations. While I am with the other, I look at them— 
sometimes even stare at them—trying to make sense of who they are, what they 
think, what they want from me… The other does the same. In most cases we 
can only make assumptions about each other because we cannot really know 
what we think, feel, assume, experience, etc. This uncertain and often baffling 
process can serve the purpose of looking at ourselves, surveying ourselves while 
interacting with others: what image(s), identities am I projecting with the other? 
Why? How does the presence of the other contribute to my changing what I say, 
think, experience? How am I potentially influencing the other? What hints at this 
process in the way I co-behave/co-speak with them? How much space do I have 
in a specific encounter to explore my own complexity and to be closer to who I 
think I am and to my values? How much do I leave space to the other to also 
explore their own complexity? Do I listen to them and respond to what they say 
rather than to what I think I hear from them? 

Interculturality is about surveying oneself… through the eyes of the other and my 
own eyes. 

In Illustration 3.2, I have represented this fragment by means of a character holding 
a mirror, surveying themselves by looking at the other, in a mirror that the other 
is holding (which is not shown here) —the other’s reflection in the mirror. This 
process of surveying while staring in all these eyes could serve as a strong basis 
for reflecting on what we do in interculturality. To reflect further on different 
kinds of mirroring effects, I suggest: Lévi-Strauss’s (1985) The View From Afar 
and Didier Eribon’s (2019) Returning to Rheims.
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Illustration 3.2 
Interculturality is about 
surveying oneself 

3.2 Metaphors 

Without much surprise, many of my fragments contain metaphors. Trying to make 
sense of interculturality, reacting to how other scholars, educators and decision-
makers invest in the notion, require un-re-shaping our thoughts. Through metaphors 
objects, actions, people, animals… are used and compared to something unrelated 
to try to make sense of something/someone. The familiarity of the comparable, the 
transference it triggers, can help problematize the comparison in creative and complex 
ways. The word is from Greek metapherein, to transfer, carry over, change, alter or 
to use a word in a strange sense (meta = over, across; pherein = to carry, bear). 

Interculturality is like a ‘deaf man’s ears’—a Chinese saying to refer to something 
that has a fine appearance but no substance. 

The word interculturality and its derivates have a special appeal to those who use 
and hear it. Although it does not seem to be used in the English language on a 
daily basis (versus multicultural or international), in certain parts of the world, 
e.g. decision-makers use it, often in unproblematized ways (see ‘interculturals-
peak’ below), like a word that must be used to decorate speeches. In research 
and education, one might also notice the same phenomenon. Often, I find some 
scholars navigating between the notion and other notions without paying too much 
attention to the differences in meanings and specificities that they attach to them. 
Interculturality can look good and be appealing but if it is used emptily and as a 
mere automaton, it will be of no use.
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Interculturality is an endless labyrinth. 

The labyrinth (or a maze) is a construction with many corridors and turns. The 
English word comes from the structure holding the Minotaur, the creature with 
the body of a human and the head of a bull, in Greek mythology. In Chinese the 
word is 迷宫 (Mígōng) and is based on the characters 迷 for lost, confused, but  
also fan and enthusiast and 宫 for palace, uterus, and a place for distraction. A 
labyrinth always contains an exit but, in interculturality, finding it is not viable 
since it is a never-ending business. 

Interculturality is like Penrose stairs: there is no end to it; just ups and downs. 

The illusionary Penrose stairs give the impression that one is continuously 
ascending but one is actually descending at the same time, ending up at the same 
level from the start. Likewise, interculturality might appear possible to ‘do’, but in 
the end it might not be. We feel we are doing it ‘well’, that others are responding 
‘well’ to our interaction, yet we cannot be sure that this is really the case. And 
suddenly, we realise that the other does not really understand us—or that we did 
not really understand them. And the process of (incomplete) meaning-making 
starts again. 

Interculturality is like holes in a pair of socks. Every time you meet someone you try 
to mend some of the holes. 

Interculturality as a Swiss knife: its multi-tool design, accessible through a pivot 
mechanism, can help us navigate encounters (un-)successfully. 

Interculturality as a janitor: A mediator between the door and home. 

The word janitor refers a doorkeeper/a concierge or someone who maintains a 
building. Interestingly the word is based on the word Janus, the two-faced God, 
looking in two different directions. It comes from Latin ianua for door, entrance, 
gate. On top of being a process of in-betweenness, interculturality also serves as 
a door to others’ homes and vice versa. 

Rhod Rothfuss (1920–1969) included geometric and irregular frames to his artworks 
to remind the viewers to look at art beyond the illusion of reality. The irregular frame 
as a metaphor for interculturality: what we see is not a presentation of the reality 
but a re-presentation, with all kinds of defects and misperceptions. 

Interculturality as a crystal cube. Interculturality is lustrous, interconnecting and 
changing all the time, depending on the observer’s perspective. 

Interculturality as an unlimited drawer concept. Every time I open a drawer, new 
content, new drawers appear. 

The metaphors in the two previous fragments refer to elements that are solid 
(a crystal and a drawer) while hinting at the infinite. The crystal cube changes 
according to the observer’s gaze and position; the drawer opens to an unknown 
world, to mysteries (what’s inside?) and, if multiple drawers, to even more
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complexities. The notion of interculturality should help us adopt both a solid 
and more fluid, enigmatic, less evident attitude to encounters. Intellectually, in 
research and education, we should show, e.g., generosity and curiosity about the 
thousands of different ways of conceptualizing interculturality, while, always, 
bearing in mind their similarities with the ones we already know. 

Interculturality is like a burning house. First, I must save people and things from 
fire and second, most importantly, I rethink my anti-fire strategies not to allow it to 
happen again. 

The fire of interculturality here is the injustice of not considering, accepting and 
being potentially inspired by other ways of conceptualizing interculturality and 
thus ignoring and, sometimes, looking down upon (multilingual) voices from the 
margins. Although there are repeated calls for, e.g., ‘decolonising’ research, the 
house is burning from inside and, while saving its current components, we must 
prevent further fires. 

Interculturality is several mythical characters at the same time: Kuafu, Sisyphus and 
Wugang. 

Let me say a few words here about these characters (one from Greek mythology 
and two from Chinese mythology). Kuafu (夸父) wanted to catch the sun so he 
endeavoured to run after it, drinking all the water on the way and dying from 
thirst and exhaustion (see Guo et al., 2018). The story of the sun-pursuer is that 
of the never-ending, the endless task, without concrete results, and no ‘pat on the 
shoulder’. To me this is what interculturality is about: it never ends, we can never 
be ready for it and we should not self-congratulate for what we might consider 
as success in interculturality. Most readers will be aware of the Myth of Sisyphus 
(see, e.g., Camus, 2005), who was punished by Gods for being deceitful, ending 
up pushing a boulder up a mountain again and again as soon as it gets back down. 
Wugang’s (Chinese) myth is similar somewhat. Wugang wished to learn about 
eternity and got discouraged after beginning to study with a master. He gave up 
and was punished by being sent to the moon to cut trees that grew systematically 
again after falling down. Thus, both Sisyphus and Wugang—but for different 
reasons: one was a liar and a cheater, the other one lazy—are condemned to 
perform the same tasks again and again without ‘winning’ or being able to declare 
‘victory’ over the mundane and harsh tasks that they have to do. I would argue 
that interculturality is the same: it is about human encounters which cannot but 
be difficult, complex, uncontrollable, unstable and… lifelong. At times we may 
think that we are able to ‘govern’ interculturality, at others, we cannot—and then 
we go back to start (Illustration 3.3).

Interculturality should be like vivisection.

Vivisection is from Latin vivus for alive, and sectio for cutting. It consists in doing 
experimental surgery on living organisms to observe living internal structures. 
When we meet, discuss and do things together, we need to ‘cut’ through each other
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Illustration 3.3 Wugang 
and Sisyphus discussing 
their punishments

in order to see what is inside of us, to go deeper into each other’s characteristics, 
thoughts, ideologies, etc.

Interculturality is octopusied.

The octopus is another interesting metaphor to try to enrich the way we think 
about interculturality. It can explain how we could (re)consider the position of 
interculturality and (maybe) how to deal with it in many and varied ways. Some 
words about the octopus, based on a summary of Mather (2019) and Smith (2021), 
are needed here. The octopus is a cephalopod and has been referred to as singulare 
monstrum (a unique monster) by Swedish naturalist and explorer Linnaeus. An 
octopus is an eight-armed, soft-bodied mollusk and can range in size from several 
metres arm span (e.g. the Giant Pacific) to the 2.5-cm-long octopus wolfi. Their 
arms are covered in suckers, each with ten thousand neurons, which means that 
they can taste and smell, as well as demonstrate short-term memory. 
What are the specificities of the octopus? First and foremost, the octopus has 
‘intelligence’ dispersed throughout its body, going beyond the ‘human’ body/brain 
division. The brain of the octopus contains around 500 million neurons—similar 
to a three-year-old child; its eight arms have almost twice as many nerve cells as 
in its brain; its arms are partly self-directed, each representing somehow ‘thinking 
things’, different arms can thus execute different actions harmoniously—not as 
fixed movement; finally, its arms are partly self , partly other. Second, the octopus 
is an inquisitive, observant and friendly creature. As a sophisticated problem 
solver, it can learn and use tools and is able to, e.g., negotiate mazes and unscrew 
jars containing food, manipulate half-coconut shells in ways that imply they are 
probing their shapes as much as using them, learn to turn off lights by squirting 
water at the bulbs. The octopus is also cunning and has a capacity for imitation but 
also deception. For example it has the ability to colour-camouflage to match its 
surroundings by means of its layered screen of pixel-like skin cells. In other words, 
the octopus can ‘see’ with its skin. For example, the ‘mimic octopus’ can imitate 
many animals by changing its colours and shapes. Finally, since its boneless mass 
of soft tissue has no fixed shape, an octopus can, e.g., escape through small holes. 
Like the octopus, one could say that interculturality has involved sophisticated 
problem-solving over the decades that it has been researched and used in global
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Illustration 3.4 
Interculturality is octopusied 

education (amongst others). At first sight the notion appears ‘diverse’ in the way 
it is constructed, discussed and expressed. Multiple solutions/strategies have been 
developed around it, in many and varied economic-political contexts. Often influ-
enced by different, similar and overlapping ideologies (e.g. through suprana-
tional institutions like the UNESCO, OECD, see, e.g., Ingoglia et al., 2021), 
solutions/strategies can be borrowed and/or mixed from/with other contexts.
Globally, interculturality has different arms, different ‘thinking things’. One 
notices similar shared goals (symbolized by the head of the octopus) with, 
e.g., diversity, inclusion, tolerance, unity, social justice and human rights at its 
core. However, the way these are conceptualized, defined and understood glob-
ally, as well as the different beliefs and actions that go with them, will differ 
politically, economically and ideologically (see partly self, partly other for the 
octopus radii): (in alphabetical order) ‘American’ multiculturalism, democratic 
culture, indigeneity, interculturalidad, laïcité, Minzu, Ubuntu.1 We must bear in 
mind that many more such perspectives on interculturality are available. In this 
book I make multiple references to the Chinese Minzu ‘arm’ of interculturality 
(Illustration 3.4).

1 An exhibition entitled Ubuntu, a lucid dream was organized by the Palais de Tokyo in Paris 
in January 2022 (curator: Marie-Ann Yemsi). The philosophical notion, originally from Africa, 
is described as “evok[ing] notions of humanity, collectivity and hospitality. Though difficult to 
translate into Western languages, it can be glossed as follows: ‘I am because we are.’” See https:// 
www.palaisdetokyo.com/en/event/ubuntu-lucid-dream-0 

https://www.palaisdetokyo.com/en/event/ubuntu-lucid-dream-0
https://www.palaisdetokyo.com/en/event/ubuntu-lucid-dream-0
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Igor Stravinsky’s toltchok: superposition of tones, pulses, tensions… this is what 
interculturality needs now. 

In his music, Stravinsky (1882–1971) tried to disrupt the way we listen to music 
by creating polytonality, combining different types of notes of a specific chord. 
He actually organized rhythm and melody in his famous piece called the Rite 
of Spring (1913) following a principle named toltchok, from Russian tolqok 
which means to push and hit. By doing so, the composer asked his listeners 
to accept some form of dissonance, i.e. the combination/superposition of tones 
that are ‘pushing’ their listening to his music in different directions. I argue that 
working on interculturality requires employing a toltchok (tolqok) technique, to 
be pushed and hit in all directions, to experience ‘shock’ while accepting exchange 
and change when acquainting oneself with and listening to other ways of ‘doing’ 
interculturality. Until now, solely Westernized ideologies have been upheld as the 
yardstick for ‘anything intercultural’ in academic and education markets. 

3.3 Uncertainties and Awareness 

Intercultural encounters push us to experience beneficial discomfort. They trigger 
uncertainties that represent moments of potential transformation and learning. In 
this section, we review fragments that focus on these uncertainties and the power of 
awareness and reflexivity that they can trigger in us. 

Complaining to a friend about the lack of inspiration for my art I was experiencing 
at some point and about how ‘empty’ I was feeling, she exclaimed: “Draw your 
emptiness!”. This reminded me of French painter Braque (in Bradby, 1993: 24) 
who claimed that we should also paint the betweenness of objects, the empty space 
between them (see Chap. 4). Interculturality also includes that empty space between 
us and we should learn to observe it and work with it. 

Interculturality does not exist. It is only within us—together! 

Janus was the protector of passageways, looking forward and back—the ambiguous 
emblem of interculturality. 

Doing’ interculturality requires dealing with uncertainties, as asserted earlier. 
Looking back and forward constitutes an essential component of what each indi-
vidual involved in it should consider. Janus, the two-faced God, is used again here 
to remind us of the continua that he symbolizes: it is never this or that but this and 
that, and through these two poles, we re-de-negotiate who we are, what we do 
and what we wish for with others. In the passageway of interculturality, we have 
to deal with this somewhat ambiguous—but at the same time reinvigorating— 
phenomenon. We can exchange and change together and move forward, without 
imagining that there is an end to navigating between points A and B. 

There is no beginning no end to interculturality.
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To try to ensnare it. 

A farce! 

In his book The Agony of Flies, Canetti (2021: 35) laments: ‘I’m sick of all 
perception, of the connections to all that has been before, the interrelations, the 
follow-ups, the disguises, the revelations; I wish to experience something which 
has no relation to anything that was in me earlier, something which does not repro-
duce itself and is not doomed to stay; something with swift, abrupt motions, never 
predictable—in a word, I wish for a miracle’. In this quote, Canetti emphasizes 
one central aspect of interculturality: the fact that there is never a real beginning 
or an end to interculturality. What we do with and for others is always embedded 
in a complex labyrinth of voices, experiences, sentiments from the past and the 
present and that we project onto the future (see Illustration 3.5). Thus, when I 
meet someone, through looking at them, observing how they speak, reflecting on 
what I think I know about them to be able to communicate with them, I go back 
to what I consider to be my funds of knowledge (often full of imaginaries, influ-
enced by the way I have been made to think about interculturality) and extract 
any information that I might find useful for meeting the other. Although there is 
always intertextuality (relations between signs, images and texts, see Vanderberg, 
1994) in the other, this very same other is always similar AND different to other 
people. What is more the context of interaction will have a different influence on 
what we do together and how we speak together. 

Every single intercultural encounter is embedded in complex past, present and 
future bubbles of discourses, experiences and feelings. These force us to approach 
the other with certain preconceived ideas. It is thus important to be aware of 
the separateness of a given encounter with previous encounters and to give the 
other their right to individuality and choice in the way they want to be identified, 
encountered, treated, etc. 

Why isn’t there a beginning to interculturality? Because interculturality is always 
embedded in other forms of interculturality, previous encounters, discourses, mis-
representations, ideologies. So, whenever I meet someone for the first time, I continue

Illustration 3.5 The 
complex labyrinth of voices, 
experiences, sentiments 
between us 



46 3 What Interculturality Could Be: Uncertainties and Suggestions

indirectly conversations and experiences with others, artefacts and representations. 
‘Previousness’ is always re-/presented in interculturality. 

Can I lose myself? 

Yes, if I am without others. 

I need the other as much as the other needs me to live. It is with and through 
others that we can balance our lives, our emotions, our experiences. But we can 
get lost in the other, copying them blindly, censoring oneself not to offend or 
be mistreated, making too many concessions, adopting behaviours and ideolo-
gies, without always realizing that they might be incompatible with our own. 
Ideally interculturality should allow those involved to discuss (openly) and to do 
things together as a result of negotiations, not expecting that one should win over! 
Interculturality is neither about winning nor losing. It is about creating a relation 
together, about living together as co-creators of our lives, thoughts, sentiments, 
etc. This fragment reminds us that we can also get lost if we are without others… 
which means if we treat the other as a mere ‘playmate’ (to hint again at the use of 
the word in Chinese), and not take them into account, accepting the joint change 
between us. 

I wish I knew the difference between ideas, knowledge, convictions and ideologies 
when it comes to interculturality. 

I often see the two words of ideas and knowledge being used as synonyms in 
research and education work. I always wonder what the difference between these 
words and, e.g., convictions and ideologies is in the English language. Let us 
explore their etymologies for a few moments. The word idea is from the Greek 
word idein for to see. The meaning of the word as the result of thinking is from the 
late seventeenth century in the English language. In Old English cnawan, which 
gave to know today, meant to perceive a thing to be identical with another and to 
be able to distinguish from. Conviction is from the Latin for proof, refutation, and 
a verb which means to overcome decisively. Finally, ideology is from the French 
language and used to be the study or science of ideas. Marx’s and Mannheim’s 
works popularized the term in the twentieth century. Ideas and knowledge are 
always convictions and ideologies since they derive from specific sources that 
influence us in thinking and/or knowing in certain ways. There are many ideas 
and pieces of knowledge that we are unaware of, especially in relation to intercul-
turality and that we must endeavour to ‘discover’—while always bearing in mind 
the convictions and ideologies that go with them, should we be able to identify 
them. 
Recently a Chinese colleague contacted me to ask about an American scholar (a 
psychologist) whom his colleague had introduced as a viable option for supporting 
them in their work with students. I had never heard of the scholar. In some minutes 
I discovered a scholar with a PhD, attached to a university in the USA without 
tenure and who had published two kinds of books: ‘scientific’ ones and volumes 
for the general public. I identified the model that my colleague had mentioned
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too. What was disturbing about the scholar was that she seemed to have two 
identities that seemed to be split in her work. Quickly I discovered that she was a 
member of a religious group in the USA and that her books for the general public 
were openly mentioning this group. However, her more ‘scientific’ books, which 
introduced the same ideologies about relations, family, psychological well-being, 
etc., did not refer to her religious affiliation. After reading some of the books I 
was puzzled: it was indeed the same person who was writing, with, in some of 
the books a clear religious positioning and the mention of God and Jesus Christ; 
in others more scientific references to support some of the arguments. I told my 
Chinese colleague about this. He asked his colleague if she was aware of the 
scholar’s religious identity but she replied that it did not matter since she was only 
interested in her ‘scientific’ ideas—as if ‘science’ and ‘religious opinions’ could 
be so easily separated. To avoid potential controversy in the future work of the 
team, however, they dropped the American model. 
I have also noticed such phenomena in intercultural research. Underground ideo-
logical positionings are sometimes very clear and can inform us of the scholar’s 
affiliations, beliefs and agendas. But they are never discussed: scholars rarely 
mention their political, non-governmental, business, religious affiliations, and 
throw on paper many of these underground ideologies, influencing directly their 
readers and generations of students. 
Beware! 

Interculturality often gives a sense of ‘oughtness’ in the one who hears the word. 

Wherever there are people, there is politics. Wherever there are people, there is thus 
interculturality. 

Non-essentialism is idealism while anti-essentialism is a position. 

As an ideology, non-essentialism could be opposed to that of anti-essentialism, 
which I have proposed in 2016. Interestingly enough, I did not realize that I had 
been writing about anti-essentialism while, e.g., Holliday (2010) talked about 
non-essentialism for interculturality. My friend Hui Yutan noticed this. Non-
essentialism as an ideology is idealistic but also unrealistic—as asserted in the 
previous chapter, it cannot be ‘done’ for all the reasons that I mentioned. Anti-
essentialism, as this fragment asserts is a position, a refusal of essentialism, but 
at the same an awareness of the impossibility to do non-essentialism. It does not 
mean that we should give up on non-essentialism. On the contrary! But we need 
to be more down-to-earth and to reflect on ‘my non-essentialism’ and ‘your non-
essentialism’ and to find ways of negotiating anti-essentialism discursively and 
in acts—bearing in mind that reaching non-essentialism is not an option.
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3.3.1 What We Could Do 

This section already draws some conclusions from Chap. 2 and the previous sections 
from this chapter and offers suggestions as to what could be done to revise inter-
culturality in research and education. The next chapters complement the fragments 
found here and explore some of the themes further. 

The first step to interculturality is to discard interculturality. 

This paradoxical fragment, an oxymoron which contains contradictory ideas, is 
meant to be provocative. It hints at the fact that we need to remove certain precon-
ceived ideas about interculturality before we engage in and ‘do’ it. Remove here 
means to become aware of and confront their ideological core, reflect on how one 
feels about them, and to enrich them with other ideologies. As we have seen until 
now, approaching such a complex and yet often simplified notion requires criti-
cality and reflexivity, i.e. to ask more questions and try to find limited answers, to 
survey oneself in the mirror and to listen to as many different voices as possible, 
from research, education but also the arts, fiction, poetry, cinema, etc. Since inter-
culturality is all around, anything can be of inspiration to unthink and rethink 
what and how we experience it. 

We must unthink and rethink interculturality all the time—not just in times of crisis. 

When the COVID-19 crisis started, interculturality was discussed intensely in 
one way or another: the injustice that many ‘others’ had experienced, having to 
continue working in contact with others; refugees were not allowed to enter many 
countries because of restrictions; (open and hidden) racism was experienced by 
many; (social) media spread many fake news about countries like China, Italy and 
India. This led for example to a ‘Western’ movement of reaction against racism 
(Black Lives Matter), with countries like Finland, where racism is not unknown, 
complacently commenting on the situation in the USA and somewhat giving the 
illusion that she did not experience such evils. Suddenly in education, in some 
parts of the world, scholars and educators were urged to introduce some form of 
intercultural education in their classes to prepare students for the future—as if 
we had discovered suddenly that intercultural communication education was new 
and important. What the pandemic has done to us, intercultural beings as we are, 
is to confirm and accentuate many vices that were not unseen/unknown before 
2020. 
Interculturality matters all the time. Investing in it critically and reflexively as 
individuals and co-enunciators is protection for today and the future. 

Interculturality is not based on an answer but on questions. 

I dream of interculturality occurring like dreams where our sense of categories gets 
confused. 

Dreams can be destabilizing for the strangeness they might contain but, at the same 
time, liberating. In dreams, we might play roles that we could never perform in
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real life; we might befriend a complete stranger or someone who in real life would 
never be a friend; we might get to speak languages we don’t even know. In our 
dreams, we mix elements from real life and fantasy… What dreams also do is 
that they ‘blow up’ many of the categories that our heads contain and free us from 
them—while at the same time, of course, they create new categories but that can be 
completely unstable, deflagrating at any moment. Maybe each of us should dream 
about different kinds of interculturality that we would want to witness! Maybe 
we should also use the principles of dreaming for approaching the other. Let us 
be guided by the instabilities and uncertainties of dreams to ‘do’ interculturality! 

Interculturality as chance. 

Interculturality is fortuitous, meaning that it cannot be ‘calculated’, ‘programmed’ 
since it relies on the co-construction of discourses, feelings and ideologies 
(amongst others) between people. It is therefore unpredictable and should be 
treated as such, instead of trying to catch it ‘objectively’. 

No one should decree the tonality of interculturality! Atonality rules! 

Tonality is the way the tones and harmonies of a piece of music are organized 
in relation to a tonic, i.e. the first tone of a scale (e.g. Daynes, 2010). On the 
contrary, atonality avoids such perspectives and makes no reference to key or 
tonal centres, using tones independently. The early twentieth century experienced 
a shift in ‘Western’ classical music with the appearance of atonal music, with 
composers such as Arnold Schoenberg pushing for its importance. In a similar 
vein, interculturality as an object of research and education should not rely on 
clearly organized, ‘rationalized’ rules according to preset tones but it should be 
left to independently evolving and shifting ones. The ‘Western’ supremacy in the 
field of intercultural communication education (even in its efforts to be critical!) 
needs to be unthought by means of alternative tones. 

Antagonistic knowledge about interculturality is needed, as long as no one claims to 
own the notion. Antagonism can create knowledge. 

For Georges Bataille (2001: 129): ‘I think that knowledge enslaves us, that at 
the base of all knowledge there is a servility, the acceptation of a way of life 
wherein each moment has meaning only in relation to another or others that will 
follow it’. Disagreeing with others represents an important way of changing our 
‘knowledge’, the way we see the world, ourselves and others. There seems to 
be a clear aversion towards disagreement in, e.g., education (and even research) 
today. However, it is only through confrontations of ideologies that we can move 
forward with interculturality. 

Interculturality leads to dissonance. 

We do something together which we don’t necessarily wish to do or think we should 
do. 

We start changing together, exchanging ideas, feelings, artefacts…
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Dissonance created by the continuum of difference-similarity in myself and others 
should be part of interculturality. If we do not experience dissonance it might be 
that we are not being open, honest to each other; that one of us bends down in front 
of the other and reproduces their ways, their thoughts, their ideologies without 
thinking or meaning it. More importantly without dissonance in our heads, hearts 
and every part of our body, interculturality cannot happen. 

The only real rewarding approach to interculturality is to make the notion intercul-
tural. 

Curiosity in the way the other talks and thinks about interculturality—not curiosity 
about the other. 

Our goal should not be to train people to communicate with others but to train with 
them to communicate around interculturality. The more I become aware of other 
ways of conceptualizing interculturality, the more I could open up to the other. We 
can then try to speak the same language of interculturality. Otherwise we merely 
float past each other. 

Stravinsky’s music is so diverse. He experimented with different styles. According to 
Kundera (1995: 95–98), this probably has to do with the fact that he was forced to 
migrate to different parts of the world (Russia, France, Switzerland, Spain, USA) and 
was inspired and influenced by ‘localities’. A good lesson for intercultural research. 
I move, I ‘pinch’ ideas, mix them with what I already know, confront them. 

Music has always been a source of inspiration for me: Composers such as Pierre 
Boulez, John Cage, Tan Dun, Philip Glass, Gerard Grisey, Jonathan Harvey, Sofia 
Gubaidulina, Olivier Messiaen, Arvo Pärt, Kaija Saariaho, Karen Tanaka, etc. 
I have made ample references to these composers in my own writing. What’s 
specific about most of these composers is that they have lived in different parts of 
the world (e.g. Boulez France/Germany/UK/USA; Saariaho: Finland/France; Tan 
Dun: China/USA). I rediscovered Igor Stravinsky recently, his immense talent, 
his staggeringly diverse musical production. What Milan Kundera said about 
him made me think about how much moving around, being curious about other 
words, discourses, ideologies, aesthetics, dreams, can help us recreate the way 
we see and conceptualize the world, who we are and our connections to other 
people. ‘Pinching’ ideas to enrich our views on interculturality is what I have 
been looking into over the past four years in my interest in so-called Chinese 
Minzu education, a very specific way of dealing with diversity, ideologically, 
theoretically and methodologically (e.g. Dervin & Yuan, 2021). Although the 
work I have to do to learn about it and to try to transmit this knowledge to others 
through my writing is immense, I do feel that it is gratifying since it has ‘shaken’ 
me many a times and forced me to step out of my comfortable ‘Eurocentrically 
critical’ positions. 

Composer Bela Bartók (1881–1945) wrote his famous piece the Miraculous 
Mandarin between 1919 and 1924. Based on a story full of depravity, violence and



3.3 Uncertainties and Awareness 51

sex, set in a metropolis, the piece narrates the story of tramps and a pretty girl who 
lure rich people to steal from them. They attack a Mandarin after he was seduced 
by the girl and try to kill him unsuccessfully. When one listens to the Vorspiel of the 
piece, which describes the city, played by different orchestras, one can experience 
different details, speeds, sonorities, colours, and a somewhat altered sense of tragic. 
This is what interculturality is about in global academic spheres: A similar scenario 
but with different readings! 

Be shaken out of complacency! 

Complacency means to experience self-satisfaction. Interculturality, being a harsh 
task, like all other aspects of sociality, cannot be taken lightly. Interculturality must 
shake us all, move and change us together. Self-satisfaction (as in ‘I know how to 
communicate with Chinese people after spending two years in Shanghai’), self-
congratulation (‘I have managed to erase all stereotypes about Icelanders from 
my mind’), self-aggrandizing statements (‘I am a citizen of the world!’), although 
obviously ‘normal’ and ‘acceptable’, do not reflect however interculturality as 
change—and sound too content to be true. This fragment is not meant to be 
negative either but to encourage us to take interculturality even more seriously 
and to question—as always—how we feel about ‘doing’ it and, ideally, with those 
we interact. 

The following fragments deal with the importance of taking into account both 
differences and similarities in interculturality—which I refer to as differilitude, a  
portmanteau word based on difference and similitude: 

Differences in interculturality should be the basis for coming together and creating 
synergies—not separating us. An optimistic thought: behind an apparent difference 
lies a potential link, a glimpse of similarity, a call for closeness. 

The more we are confronted with the difference of the other, the more we are ready 
to construct similarities together—inter-. 

Understand, sort out and become aware of differences while letting mélange do its 
trick. 

Mélange is a French word for to mix, mingle. Interculturality, through the 
process of the inter-, over long-term, -ality, leads to ‘my’ and ‘your’ differ-
ences and similarities change into new forms of behaviours, thoughts, ideologies, 
experiences… 

[Pause and Questions] 
To summarize let’s listen to fable XXXII entitled the Moon and Her Mother by 
Aesop (ca. 620–560 BCE): ‘The moon once asked her mother to make her a little 
cloak that would fit her well. ‘How can I make a cloak to fit you?’ her mother asked. 
‘Right now, you’re a new moon, but soon you’ll turn into a full moon, and later 
you’ll become neither one nor the other.’” (1992: 56). The Fable summarizes well 
the most important characteristic of interculturality as a phenomenon (‘encounters’)
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and an object of research and education: It is a polysemic, complex and malleable 
notion. There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ in interculturality. All the metaphors listed in 
this chapter seem to confirm these characteristics (in alphabetical order): 

‘A deaf man’s ears’ Burning house 

Crystal cube Endless labyrinth 

Holes in a pair of socks Janitor 

Kuafu, Sisyphus and Wugang Octopus 

Penrose stairs Swiss knife 

Toltchok Unlimited set of drawers 

Vivisection 

Interculturality affects every one of us, even when we feel that it does not. As such 
it is everywhere, in everyone and everything. The notion is first and foremost about 
in-betweenness. It urges us to listen to everyone, and asks and answers awkward 
questions. Interculturality helps us put the finger on the unnoticed/unnoticeable in, 
e.g., (political) convictions, ideologies as well as the ‘orders’ and ‘oughtness’ it 
suggests. It is also based on the unity of opposites. Finally, the notion suggests that 
we survey ourselves. 

Ways of dealing with this complex notion include: 

• Systematically unthink and rethink what it is about and how to ‘do’ it with others; 
• Get rid of empty discourses and give the notion changeable and renegotiable 

meanings; 
• Ask more questions than provide (static) answers; 
• Accept and work with its unpredictability; 
• Agree to potential antagonism and dissonance; 
• Refuse self-righteousness; 
• Focus on differilitude and mélange; 
• Make interculturality intercultural… 

Let’s now ponder over the following questions to finish: 

• Did you modify your views on the prefix inter- in the notion of interculturality? 
How do you understand it now? 

• Select a fragment with which you fully agree and one with which you disagree. 
Try to explain why and, for the one you disagree with, how would you reformulate 
it? 

• Think about why you think what you think about interculturality. Where do these 
ideas come from? What convictions/ideologies do they contain? What ‘oughtness’ 
have you experienced through them? 

• Do you believe that anyone can be so experienced in interculturality that they can 
face any encounter? Have you met such individuals? 

• Can you think of arguments that would support the idea that interculturality is 
always about politics?
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• What would you say to someone who claims that they have never experienced 
interculturality? 

• What do you make of my friend’s comment ‘draw your emptiness’ in response to 
me complaining about a lack of inspiration for doing some art, for interculturality? 

• What have you learnt about yourself while engaging interculturally? 
• Think of concrete examples of the hyphen between self and other or how self 

cannot be separated from the other in what we do, say and think. 
• What does the idea that ‘interculturality lives within us—together!’ mean to you? 
• Have you ever asked or been asked ‘awkward questions’ interculturally? Explain 

and discuss. 
• I claim in one fragment that interculturality does not mean internationality. Can 

you think of examples from your own surroundings? 
• In your experiences of interculturality, have you been able to see something that 

‘usually gets unnoticed’? When, with whom, how and why? 
• Try to clarify the idea of coincidentia oppositorum for interculturality. Think of 

concrete examples. 
• In the chapter I propose the portmanteau term differilitude to show the enmesh-

ment of similarities and differences in intercultural encounters. What thoughts 
does the term bring to you? Thinking back about your past encounters, how much 
of the idea contained in differilitude have you missed? 

• Are you convinced by the idea that there is no beginning no end to interculturality? 
Try to picture intercultural situations you have experienced and reflect on this 
aspect. How many of these situations were already ‘experienced’ before you 
experienced them (intertextuality)? 

• Interculturality should lead to dissonance, I claim in one fragment. Can you collect 
examples of dissonance in your own past experiences of interculturality? 

• Find some basic information about Chinese Minzu and try to summarize its main 
characteristics. What could be learnt from it to reflect on interculturality in a 
different way? 

• Think of metaphors that could be used to describe interculturality. What do they 
tell us about what the notion could mean? 

• Keep a trace of your dreams for a few days. What is new, unstable and strange 
about them? What happens to your ‘normality’ in those dreams? 

• You probably have had the opportunity to listen to the same piece of music 
performed differently (e.g. recorded by different artists; a studio vs. a live version). 
Which one(s) did you prefer? Why? What makes a version ‘better’ than another? 

• Finally, if Wugang and Sisyphus could meet and discuss what they have had to 
do and relate it to interculturality, what would they say to each other?
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Chapter 4 
‘Performing’ Interculturality: Focus 
on Stages and Backstages 

Abstract This chapter deals with the importance of reflecting on the constant co-
performance of interculturality. As soon as we interact with each other, we perform 
identities, discourses, actions together, influenced by, e.g., multiple ideologies, polit-
ical and economic elements. Such performances take place on stage, while backstage, 
we might retain our ‘real’ identities and beliefs. Interculturality trains us to think 
about how we can communicate with others, forcing us to renew our astonishment 
in front and with them and potentially peeking into each other’s backstage. Together 
with others, we problematize interculturality again and again, looking into the mirror 
of differilitude and co-change. 

The metaphor of the performance is apt to describe what happens when we ‘do’ 
interculturality. Like any other social phenomenon, interculturality involves ‘actors’ 
facing each other, observing every of their moves and words, and reacting, like an 
unpredictable music score, to each other. At times, the reaction of one individual 
pushes the other in a direction that they did not expect to follow. At other times, 
people feel comfortable enough together to perform the way they feel they can. In this 
chapter, we dig deeper into the complexity of what I shall refer to as co-performing 
interculturality. 

4.1 First, Let’s Continue to Revise Our Visions 
of Interculturality 

This book is based on the argument that, in education and research, there is a need 
to adjust the way we deal with the notion of interculturality continuously, in order to 
strengthen it and to make it more meaningful. The following fragments continue the 
exploration of the multifaceted notion, as an entry into the topic of co-performing.
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In intercultural situations, we are like mountains that need to be moved. One pebble, 
one rock, one ‘slice’ at a time. But we cannot really move these mountains, stuck in 
our ideologies, beliefs, sentiments… However, even one metre makes a difference. 

‘Where are you from?’. 

How about instead: ‘How could we feel we also belong together?’. From separation 
to togetherness. 

The typical question of origins in intercultural communication has been 
commented upon umpteen times (e.g. Dervin & Ragnarsdóttir, 2014). It is often 
seen as a ‘normal’ question and yet it can be treacherous since it links imaginaries 
about a people/country/culture to a specific person. When we hear the name of a 
place or a country, immediately our eyes are filled with images, which can prevent 
us from meeting the ‘real’ person in front of us in all their complexity. Can we 
do anything about it? Maybe not. I have realized over the years that some people 
get offended if you denigrate their use of this question or if you don’t ask them 
the question. However, we need to be sensitive to its usage. I rarely ask someone 
where they come from, not because I am not interested in ‘who’ they are but 
because I know that the person in front of me is always much more complex than 
the potential answer—and the images that will pop up in my mind. The question 
often places a wall between us but it can also create temporary ‘bonds’ if we are 
interested in the other’s place or have an experience of it—and vice versa. 
What alternative ways of meeting each other do we have interculturally? What 
questions could we ask? The one from the fragment is a bit too complicated but 
a potentially interesting one: How could we feel we also belong together? It asks 
us to move away from separation to togetherness. 
Alternatives: what do we think we have in common? What differences? What 
matters most to us in life? Who is our best friend and why? Etc. 

Unmap the world! 

Our brains have been trained to think of self-other-world by means of different 
maps. A map is always a projection, a re-presentation of ‘dire-vrais’, of world-
views and ideological positions (see, e.g., Creswell, 2012). Seeing the world 
beyond ‘our’ maps requires a lot of ideological, emotional and even linguistic 
work. To unname, rename and reshape our inner maps (‘unmapping’) is an impor-
tant aspect of interculturality to be able to see the world differently (Illustration 
4.1).

Emancipate your brains, ears, eyes and mouths.

To emancipate comes from Latin for to put a child out of paternal authority, to 
declare someone free and to give up authority over. The word has been used in
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Illustration 4.1 Maps of 
the world with China in the 
centre

English to talk about religious freedom in the seventeenth century; anti-slavery 
in the eighteenth century and to the cause of women at the end of the nineteenth 
century. In order to ‘do’ interculturality together, we both need to declare ourselves 
free from our senses, which have been guided by certain educational ideas, societal 
preferences, social class patterns, ideologies, economic discourses, etc. Giving 
oneself time to monitor what we see, hear and taste in words, images, the presence 
of others can enrich interculturality, especially if these are discussed with the other.

Seeing as the only sense that seems to matter. ‘We want to see them!’ They say. Not 
‘We want to hear or feel their presence!’. The other as sightseeing. 

Like most scholars and educators, I have spent 2020–2022 mostly online using 
Zoom or Tencent Video to communicate with people locally and internationally. 
Although I did not experience online fatigue I got tired of using the camera and of 
seeing myself on the screen. For the talks I gave people systematically requested 
that I put my camera on to show my face—as if without a face, words did not 
matter. Halfway through the pandemic I decided not to use the camera anymore 
but explained why at the beginning of my talks: I wanted my audience to rely on 
other senses to engage with what I was saying. In a world obsessed with images
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(I noticed recently that Zoom and Tencent Video have a filter that can make you 
look thinner, whiter, etc.) it is important to look elsewhere for communication. The 
quotes in the fragment come from students who were interacting from different 
countries and who were very eager to see their partners. Increasingly I believe that 
adding some mystery, uncontrollable elements in the way we communicate can 
help us think differently about who we are and what we do together. No image, 
or no sound, or no PPT: all these different additions to online work would force 
us to unthink and rethink intercultural communication (education). 

Make war against your own beliefs. 

Think against yourself! 

Hinting back at the mirroring effect, looking at oneself, listening to what we 
think and say, can support us in the important process of pulling ourselves out of 
our thinking patterns, beliefs, ideologies. Thinking against oneself is undoing the 
complex threads of these elements. 

What is interculturality about? 

A lie: ‘My students learn culture—not politics’ 

Culture and politics must be best pals! 

Interculturality is politics; politics cannot but be intercultural. When we learn 
about interculturality (if such a thing is possible!) we learn about politics— 
culturitics (culture + politics as a portmanteau word). Politics here refers to 
politics with a small p, which we do all the time with others (negotiation, face, co-
construction of feelings, ideologies…). Politics with a big P is what is happening 
in meeting rooms in national and international contexts between leaders and 
decision-makers, which also has a major influence on how we do intercultur-
ality interindividually. The word has its origins in the Greek word politikos which 
refers to citizens, pertaining to the state and its administration, pertaining to 
public life. Polites is the citizen and contains polis for city. 

Interculturality is a personal, intimate thing. Stop giving orders! 

Students should… students should… students must… 

How about teachers–researchers? Can they…? 

I am often perplexed by the fact that many teachers–researchers ‘accuse’ their 
students of being interculturally incompetent or ‘order’ them to do interculturality 
in specific ways. I always want to ask: what about you, can you ‘do’ these things?



4.1 First, Let’s Continue to Revise Our Visions of Interculturality 59

Can you really be, e.g., tolerant, open-minded, global, sustainably active…? I 
also often hear critiques of students’ discourses such as ‘their heads are full of 
stereotypes’ or ‘they are not good critical thinkers’. Are teachers–researchers 
really good at these? Are teachers superhumans? 
It takes time for students to gain trust and confidence to talk about how they see and 
experience interculturality. The power imbalance they experience with teachers– 
researchers (who might give the impression that they are invincible and superior) 
can quiet and censor them. They may not wish to share their feelings, analyses 
and reactions in front of the grand (but imagined) narratives of interculturality 
that they are presented with. 

Decolonizing decolonizing. 

The idea of decolonizing seems strong in ‘Western’ academia today (ex. Martin & 
Dandekar, 2021). Everything seems to be decolonized. Although the word has not 
been used extensively in relation to interculturality, I suspect it will spread fast. 
The central goal of decolonizing is noble. However, we should learn to decolonize 
it too. Too often, the decolonial seems to derive from ‘still’ ‘Western/Westernized’ 
positions, ideologies, theories. To decolonize one would need to decolonize decol-
onizing—i.e. to decolonize interculturality by including others, e.g. scholars and 
educators whom we never hear in the process. This should be done beyond false 
generosity: sit down with them, listen to them, give them the floor and be quiet. 

What do you think about what you see or hear? 

What do you think about what you are made to think about what you see and/or 
hear? 

Chinese people celebrating Thanksgiving and Christmas in Mainland China appear 
at first as a sign of the victory of US/Western ‘mind-control’. However, since it 
is celebrated without any awareness of (what appears to be) their historical and 
symbolic connotations, Thanksgiving and Christmas are repurposed into mere enter-
tainment, fun with friends and business bonanza through commodification. To a 
Chinese acquaintance who wishes me Merry Christmas in 2021, I replied that I 
don’t celebrate this holiday. She responded that members of the Communist Party 
of China are in fact not allowed to wish Merry Christmas—she is a party member. 
When I mention this ‘contradiction’ to her, she explains that Christmas has no other 
meaning to her than spending time with friends and buying gifts. 

In my engagement with Chinese friends and colleagues, I have often noted that 
they don’t ‘worry’ as much as I do about things that could appear contradictory 
when combined and pieced together—Christmas and Thanksgiving being good 
examples. They are considered to be ‘Western’ holidays with very specific mean-
ings (often related to religion) but to them they are just holidays. Since most do
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not seem to believe in any religious figure, they don’t think that there is a contra-
diction in celebrating them. I think that this is a good example of interculturality 
(although there is no potential reciprocity here): elements from another tradition 
are borrowed, remodelled and used for one’s own enjoyment. We must, of course, 
bear in mind that this form of interculturality is taking place within the frame-
work of a specific political–ideological context embedded in a broader neoliberal 
world. 
I am thinking of another example from China but which might have more to do 
with interculturality between today and the past. At the end of 2021 I noticed on my 
Chinese social media line that some colleagues and friends were posting pictures 
of statues of the philosopher Confucius (551–479 B.C.E.) with food offerings at 
the pedestal (see Illustration 4.2). One commented: ‘We are not religious and this 
has nothing to do with religion. We do not worship a God but we pay respect to our 
ancestors. This is a good example of cultural confidence!’. Interculturality is found 
twice here: the reference to an ‘ancestor’, whom people seem to misunderstand 
today, adopting his ideas for today’s needs and political aspirations; at the same 
time, with the reference to cultural confidence (入侵, wénhuà zìxìn), a discourse 
instrument in Chinese suggesting that Chinese people should be positive and feel 
strong about their ‘culture’ in front of the other (see Yuan et al., 2022). Interestingly 
on the picture shared by a colleague, one can clearly see bottles of Coca-Cola on 
Confucius’s pedestal—an American product, the colour of which (red) is seen as 
happy and lucky in China. Flexibility, change, inter- and remodelling. 

Everyday my mind faces what I see as contradictions, ideologies and clashes of 
values. However, can I judge them for not being the ‘right ones’? I can reject them 
for myself—fair enough!—but judging openly is saying I am/we are—if I refer to my 
groups—better. Am I?  

To ‘do’ interculturality always includes a process of facing a (potential) crisis.

Illustration 4.2 A student 
paying their respect to a 
statue of Confucius in 
Beijing in 2021 
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In English the word crisis comes from the Greek word krisis, which refers to 
a ‘turning point in a disease, that change which indicates recovery or death’ 
(etymonline.com), literally judgement, result of a trial, selection. It is only in the 
early seventeenth century that the word was adopted outside the field of medicine. 
Interculturality asks us to be willing to face and open up to crises. It is only through 
them that changing together can happen. Changing moments. 

Not seeing or refusing to see some difference in the other while fantasizing about uber-
similarities, will lead to a disaster. Differilitude! Similitude in difference, difference 
in similitude. 

Let’s co-differ: I accept that you are different; you accept I am also different. 

Let’s co-simil: I accept that you are similar; you accept I am also similar. 

4.2 Interculturality as a Never-Ending Co-performance 

In this section, we expand our understanding of the notion of interculturality, 
emphasizing its continual characteristic, the astonishment it creates in us and the 
co-performance that goes with it. 

Interculturality is never on holiday. It is always at work! 

This first fragment is an important reminder about the fact that interculturality 
never begins and never ends. Although we might feel, at times, that we can relax 
when ‘doing’ it, at other times, we need to work harder. The more comfortable 
we are with others, the freer we feel to let down our guard. But it is always there, 
sometimes quiet in a corner, at other times, on the central stage, interrogating us, 
puzzling us and making us try to find out what we are doing right/wrong, how to 
solve a particular problem, etc. 

Interculturality should go beyond Torschlusspanik (shut-door-panic). 

The German term Torschlusspanik represents the fear of being on the wrong side 
of a closing gate. First interculturality has no gate, second navigating from the 
other side and back to start ad infinitum, is what interculturality should make us 
experience. 

“But you teach people how to communicate?”
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No, I don’t. 

I advise them to unthink and rethink about themselves and the world differently. To 
advise comes from French for opinion (avis). I only offer an opinion to them since I, 
myself, don’t know how to communicate. I try to learn with them. 

I unteach them to communicate but I train us how to think about how we could 
communicate with others. 

This fragment contains many important words that we need to unpack: commu-
nicate, advise, teach, train. Rereading the fragment, I felt uncomfortable about 
the use of ‘unteach’ here. I am not sure that I have ever really ‘taught’ anyone 
anything concerning interculturality. Do I unteach what I consider I have taught 
or what others have taught then? Maybe this could be a bit too pretentious. The 
etymology of to teach is Proto-Indo-European deik- for to show, to point out. 
Maybe this is what I have tried to do: to show, in an imperfect way, my students 
how to unthink interculturality. I know that I have learnt a lot from and with my 
students. There is a Chinese saying that highlights the embedment of learning and 
teaching, that they are two sides of a same coin and that one cannot do without 
the other. For interculturality, we must learn from anyone since we have all been 
involved in interculturality, one way or another. 
Let’s go back to the words: I was asked if I help people learn to communicate. The 
verb to communicate relates to Latin communis for common, public and general. 
It has the same root as common. If  to communicate relates to the common then 
I think that it fits fine with interculturality. As such intercultural communication 
consists in creating common grounds together. To advise, as mentioned in the 
fragment, comes from French for opinion: by advising about interculturality, I 
do not present some ‘truths’ to people but I provide them with some opinions (a 
word from Latin for think, judge, suppose, opine). Finally, to train is from Latin 
trahere for to pull, draw, which would mean, unlike to teach, to show, point out, to 
pull others with us on a learning path, tagging along, without a real lead because 
none of us really knows how to ‘do’ interculturality and what it really is. In the 
fragment ‘I teach us’ may sound grammatically incorrect but it is a reminder that 
we are all in this together—‘guides’ (teachers) and students. 

A Chinese student after listening to one of my lectures: ‘I don’t have much knowledge 
on intercultural communication so I don’t have anything to disagree with in what 
you are saying about interculturality’. 

• You are a social being, you change when you exchange, so you have intercultural 
experience 

• You are from China, a hyperdiverse society 
• You are yourself very complex 
• You have watched hundreds of films and TV series, and listened to music from 

outside China
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You are qualified to disagree with me. 

Respect the right to opt in and out of a culture. 

In Chap. 2, I focused on the problems caused by the concept of culture when 
we think about interculturality. An important word in daily life for many people 
around the world, but a highly polysemic and sometimes empty concept, culture 
should not be considered as a ‘prison’ from which certain people cannot escape. I 
say ‘certain people’ since they may not have the power to liberate themselves from 
the way they are categorized or kept stuck in a ‘culture’ imaged to be theirs. As such 
when we make statements about ‘our’ and ‘other’ cultures, we need to leave the 
door open for people to be able to run out, to escape from the claws that imprison 
them. When someone boxes us in ‘culture’ we should also feel empowered to 
break the shacks. At the same time, if someone overuses the concept of culture for 
themselves, instead of lecturing them for being ‘culturalist’ or ‘essentialist’ (again: 
we all are these, one way or another), let them utter these words, although they 
may indirectly hurt us (a culturalist comment often relies on a comparison with 
other entities, which are deemed in/directly superior and/or inferior, or something 
else). For long-term engagements, conversations around what one says concerning 
culture might be fruitful. 

Interculturality as constant renewed astonishment. 

In the sixteenth century,astonishment meant paralysis (loss of the ability to move). 
The word comes from Latin ex for out and tonare for thunder, i.e. to leave someone 
thunderstruck. We should, maybe, consider interculturality through the metaphor 
of thunder. I have noticed how different people behave when they experience a 
thunderstorm. I’ll confess I am scared stiff of thunder and especially lightnings. 
Some of my friends share my fears and refuse to be outside when there is a 
thunderstorm. Others are not affected at all by thunderstorms and do not worry 
about being outside. My fear of thunderstorms come from ‘folk stories’ that my 
friends and I told each other when we were young. The older I get the less scared 
I have become though—although I always ‘jump’ when I hear the sound of it and 
see lightnings. From time to time it is good to face our fears, to be astonished 
by them again and again. Interculturality is like thunder for me in this sense. It 
creates a sense of astonishment and, paradoxically, comforting anxiety/fear. 

Astonishment is what’s needed in interculturality—neither confirmation nor comfort. 

Confirmation of knowledge, ideologies, theoretical constructions about intercul-
turality can be misleading if it is objectivized and ignores the instability of human 
encounters and identity-making. Although comfort is what we might want to wish 
for with the other, I believe that we need to refrain from feeling too comfortable 
interculturally since it might not be a good idea to lower our guard in the process
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of inter- and change. I would argue that comfort and change can be compatible 
but the link between them needs to be carefully observed. 

I came across an elk in a Finnish forest once. We stared at each other for a long 
time without moving. What was it thinking about? What perceptions of me? Did it 
think I am ‘strange’, ‘ugly’, ‘silly’? This encounter reminded me of Levinas’s (1998: 
111) ‘to meet a human is to be kept awake by an enigma’. While I am looking at 
the face of an elk, I use the same process and strategies as when I am staring at a 
human—except that there is no hope for verbal communication. Two beings staring 
at each other. 

I included the narrative from this fragment in the Chinese edition of my 2016 
book (Dervin, 2021). It happened in the early stages of the 2020 pandemic. This 
encounter struck me: the elk and I stood there for about 20 minutes, just staring 
at each other. At that moment I thought, this is what we often do with others, we 
just stare at each other, and although we can communicate through words, and 
‘perform’ sociality, I am not totally convinced that there is more happening in 
human communication than with the elk. Rereading the fragment, I notice how 
human-centric my reaction was in asking questions such as Did it think I am 
‘strange’, ‘ugly’, ‘silly’? Human-centric and/or Eurocentric? Do people really 
see these things in others or consider them to be so important as to have them in 
their mind while meeting others? 

To accompany people in their pursuit for problematizing interculturality is what 
intercultural education could be about. 

To accompany comes from Latin: Com is for with and panis for bread: to eat bread 
with… 

Our goal should not be to train people to communicate with others but to train with 
them to communicate around interculturality. The more I become aware of other 
ways of conceptualizing interculturality, the more I could open up to the other. We 
can then try to speak the same negotiated ‘language’ of interculturality. Otherwise 
we merely float past each other. 

Interculturality is about renegotiating our ways together. We must talk, unpack, 
repack and unpack again together to reach a jointly agreed level of satisfaction 
and comfort, which is not too much of a performance. 

The previous three fragments have to do with preparing for ‘doing’ interculturality 
as a phenomenon and an object of research and education: intercultural education 
as accompaniment (‘eating bread together’); unpacking and repacking the ways 
we talk about interculturality together so as to get closer ‘ideologically’; and 
trying to reach satisfaction and comfort together when meeting. There are many 
words and phrases with which I don’t feel very at ease here, especially in the 
third fragment: ‘a jointly agreed level’, ‘satisfaction’, ‘comfort’, ‘not too much
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of a performance’. I think these terms should be treated carefully. The etymology 
of satisfaction tells us that it had originally a religious meaning and referred to a 
‘performance by a penitent of an act set forth by a priest or other Church authority 
to atone for sin’ (e.g. charity, expiatory prayer, self-denial, etymonline.com) and 
that it comes from Latin satisfacere for to discharge fully, comply with, make 
amends, do enough. Satisfaction could sound ambiguous, especially as it is ‘done’ 
in discourse (a discourse does not necessarily correspond to realities and to ‘dire-
vrai’). Comfort is as problematic. Based on Latin for ‘to strengthen much’ (com 
= with, fortis = strong), comfort can also be an unstable feeling, which can 
change as we interact with others. A word uttered and one can feel uncomfortable. 
Besides, my comfort does not mean your comfort… Finally, the argument about 
not doing too much of a performance needs to be critically viewed: can we ever be 
with others without performing? As such, even those who have ‘power-benefits’ 
(richer, older, ‘whiter’, etc. depending on specific contexts), still need to perform, 
although they might have the power to impose in/directly their thoughts, their 
ways, their feelings, etc. 

Keeping one’s position, letting go, giving up, do not lead to interculturality, i.e. 
co-change, co-transformation, mix, plurality. 

This fragment reminds us to bear in mind the inter-, the  co- of interculturality. We 
cannot ‘do’ interculturality without. They are the key to change. 

We should always analyse interculturality with others. The only problem is: how do 
we negotiate a similar reading guide? 

In a previous chapter, I claimed that interculturality is an octopus, with different 
ideological, political, scientific, educational arms (an uncountable number actu-
ally). So when we ‘do’ interculturality in everyday life and/or in research, we 
should investigate it with others, discuss how we each see what is happening 
when people talk to each other, hypothesize, unpack, repack ad infinitum. The  
fragment suggests that we would need to negotiate a similar reading guide of the 
notion. Time is thus needed together, allowing us to dis-/agree, share our will to 
change together and accept defeat/success when needed. 

After seeing a complex map of how COVID-19 affected different groups of people 
in one day, no one can deny that we are really connected. No me without others, no 
others without me. 

‘All the world is a stage!’. It is thus more important to pay attention to what is 
happening backstage since it is within this space that, e.g., interculturality can happen 
as change: I might see what you ‘really’ think, you might tell me what you ‘really’ 
think, I might tell you what I ‘really’ think. We might then drop our masks and we 
might agree to change together.
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It is somewhat of a cliché to say that we are all actors and that sociality is all 
about performing for and with others (see Goffman, 2021). White lies, smiles, 
eye contacts (and avoidance), discursive embellishment and avoidance (I want 
someone to close a window, I say: ‘oh it is cold here’), identity masks (lying about 
who we are; camouflaging one aspect of our identity) all support us as strategies to 
co-perform with others. It is also a truism to claim that we can never really know 
who the other is or what they really think—as much as we might have problems 
in trying to identify our own thoughts and feelings in many situations. So when 
we meet the other, as indicated on Fig. 4.1, we co-perform on stage, we create 
images for others, play roles while they create images of who they are (and of 
who we are in the process), while playing roles (see Goffman, 2021). Backstage, 
these interlocutors might think differently from how they present their thoughts 
to each other, they might identify differently from the images they construct with, 
and for each other, they might hold off information about who they are, etc. Let’s 
not be naïve: we will never be able to be so open to each other that we will read 
each other like books (books also lie!). However, interculturality as a space of 
dialogue and change should urge us to step off the stage from time to time and to 
try to get snapshots of what is happening backstage. It is only through the access 
to these ‘hidden’ places that we can build up stronger bonds—which will never 
be ‘perfect’. 
I became very much aware of this performance of ‘interculturality’ in China. For 
a couple of summers, I taught a course at a university in Beijing, where hundreds 
of foreign professors were also lecturing. I met some other colleagues, who, like 
me, seemed to like China very much and who, through their discourse to our 
Chinese colleagues, often lauded the country for her achievements, beauty, etc. 
However, I realized, while surfing on ‘Western’ social media (Twitter, Instagram) 
that the same individuals were projecting a highly negative and biased image of 
their ‘intercultural’ experiences. Often, I had the feeling of being schizophrenic: 
what I heard ‘live’ with them and in the company of Chinese colleagues (I also 
interviewed some with a Chinese colleague while in Beijing) was the opposite 
of what I read and saw on their social media lines. The performance of intercul-
turality during the summer courses had nothing to do with what was happening 
backstage… Therefore, when we engage interculturally, we should always try to 
peek ‘backstage’ (our own backstage included) as a reminder that, what we see, 
hear and witness, is always a co-performance (Fig. 4.1).

This was written by a Chinese student referring to her Chinese classmates wishing 
her ‘Merry Christmas’ at her university in Beijing: ‘Christmas day. When it comes to 
Christmas some people always say Merry Christmas and I also respond with Merry
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Co-performance on 
stage 

Backstage: 
What I really think, who I am 

Backstage: 
What the other thinks, who they are 

Space of interculturality 

Fig. 4.1 Stage and backstages of interculturality

Christmas. Actually, I don’t like Christmas. I don’t have any religion. Maybe they 
think I like Christmas’. 

Maybe they don’t like Christmas either… 

Co-performance and backstages? 

What is happening behind the scene of communication matters as much as what is on 
stage. Reflect on the backstage sides: what the actors might be thinking about their 
performance, that of other actors, the reactions of the audience, the settings, etc. 
How they reflect on the role they are playing also matters: are they different and/or 
similar to the character in ‘real life’? How much change do they need to experience 
to play the role? 

Interculturality is about none of the interlocutors feeling really at home but 
constructing a new home together. 

American-Russian author Nina Berberova (1993: 343) responded to someone asking 
her why she was so strong, like a ‘rock’: ‘I am not a rock, I am a river. Because I 
move: geographically, but also internally’. The liquid metaphor again and again. 
We are all rivers. 

The painter Braque (in Bradby, 1993: 24) explains that an artist should also draw 
the space between objects and people since it matters as much as what they draw. 
Interculturality is also that space. What is happening between the entities we see 
interact? 

Differilitude is an entry into the backstage of communication. The co-performance 
of (cultural) difference only blinds us to difference-similitude. Identify a similitude 
and you are potentially backstage. 

Silencing one’s wishes, one’s fantasies, one’s needs, one’s fears, one’s disappoint-
ments, will put interculturality to sleep.
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During our co-performance for interculturality, our backstages can and should 
help us engage in conversations about what we want, what we project in future 
(of, e.g., our relationship with the other), what we see as un/acceptable, etc. Hiding 
all these, either to deceive the other or because we feel we cannot be part of a 
given conversation, will not help us in the process of interculturality. Honesty 
AND modesty first! 

The stranger on the train phenomenon is relevant for reflecting on the stage-backstage 
of interculturality. This phenomenon refers to a situation whereby we start interacting 
with a complete stranger in a non-place (Augé, 2009), i.e. a train, plan, subway… 
and revealing our deepest thoughts about our friends, family, partners (e.g. ‘I am 
married but I don’t like my husband’). With ‘a stranger on the train’, we might skip 
the performance on stage and jump straight into the backstage. No need to perform 
so much, we don’t know each other, we don’t have people in common, (maybe) we 
don’t have a future together. Keeping up appearances doesn’t matter so much. The 
stranger on the train then becomes a technology of the self (Abbas & Dervin, 2009; 
Foucault, 1988): I can see and project myself as I wish to see myself and wish others 
to see me really. 

A picture is always a performance of a performance.

The number of pictures has exploded over the past decade thanks to the omnipres-
ence of mobile phones. We have millions of them in our devices, some private, 
some we can share with anyone. Taking a picture is always a performance. I wait 
for the right moment to press the button because of the light, a nice smile, an 
interesting gesture or body posture. Since situations around us are always perfor-
mances, when I picture a moment, I create a performance of a performance. This 
leaves us with an importance message: learn to read the performance of a perfor-
mance in a picture. A picture is always a viewpoint, which specific ‘eyes’ have 
created for us, based on their own perception of a situation, of people, based on 
images that they have seen before which have influenced them, based on specific 
ideologies, beliefs, etc. I remember someone posting two pictures on their social 
media account, one with Putin and the other Obama as main characters. The picture 
of Putin—which obviously was not liked by the one who posted it—showed the 
Russian president, dressed in a suit, standing like a statue under an umbrella held 
by one of his assistants, in the rain. On the right side, French president Macron (in a 
white shirt) and another European President were standing in the rain celebrating 
a victory. The other picture showed Obama and his wife stepping off a plane, 
him holding an umbrella over his wife to protect her. The person who posted the 
picture wanted to make the following point: as a ‘Russian’, Putin is selfish and 
has no manners, while Obama, as an ‘American’ is a real gentleman. The pictures 
could read as such. But they are snapshots of fast moments: we don’t know what 
happened before and after they were taken. Furthermore, by focusing on only 
one of the actors (Putin and Obama on the pictures), we ignore the behaviours 
and potential thoughts of the other ones. For example, for sure, someone like
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Illustration 4.3 Mirroring 
as an important process of 
interculturality 

Macron has a personal assistant who could hold an umbrella for him, should he 
wish to. The fact that, instead, he was celebrating in a white shirt in the rain has 
a specific meaning, is part of the ‘marketing’ around him (a young, dynamic, 
‘different’ leader). Finally, if one Googles or Baidues1 Obama + umbrella, one 
finds pictures of Obama being protected by an assistant with an umbrella, while 
his wife is left unprotected behind. So a picture is always a performance of a 
performance, a fragment of a situation, of a ‘dire-vrai’, and it should be read as 
such interculturally in order to avoid generalizing, looking up/down others and 
drawing conclusions which make no sense in the complexity of interculturality.

Two people, two mirrors, an uncountable number of mirrors in the two mirrors. 

I share what I see in the mirror for myself, I am critical of my own stances, perceptions, 
attitudes, etc. Through this mirroring the other also starts looking into another mirror 
and shares with me what they see in their mirror. Based on this I look into my mirror 
again and see new things. A never-ending process of mirroring. Interculturality is 
catoptric. 

The word mirror comes from Latin mirari which means to wonder at and to 
admire. It shares the same etymology as, e.g., miracle. The phrase to look in the 
mirror (i.e. to examine oneself) dates back to the early fifteenth century. Mirrors 
have often had to do with prediction, prophecy and catoptromancy describes this 
process. The Greek word katoptron is for mirror and -mancy for divination by 
means of . Kata means against and optos, seen, visible. Interculturality as a catop-
tric phenomenon pertains to mirrors and reflected images. Following Lafontaine 
(2000: 37), I argue that mirrors have a ‘naughty falsity’ (Illustration 4.3).

1 Baidu (百度) is a popular search engine in Mainland China. 
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When I speak to someone, I can learn something new about them, myself but also 
(and obviously) about all other human beings in their similarity and difference. 

Reflecting on Abramovic’s 2010 performance The Artist is Present at the MOMA in 
New York. Staring into the other/at each other [mentioned in Chap. 2]: If we know 
something about each other or we are complete strangers, the impact of the staring 
can be very distinctive. If we know each other, just staring at each other, no words, 
our past encounters, co-constructed identities, intertextuality, can lead to some kind 
of mind-reading, intuition can take place. If we don’t know each other, then our 
humanity, our apparent differences and similarities can guide our staring. 

The verb to bargain might come from Latin barca for a barge that carries goods 
back and forth. Interculturality is about bargaining. 

4.3 Inspiration for ‘Doing’ Interculturality 

In this section, I am sharing elements from languages, the arts, and music identified in 
my fragments that can help us continue exploring and reinforcing our understanding 
of interculturality as a co-performance. 

To understand in Chinese, 了解 (Liǎojiě), includes a character for to finish 
(了) and to untie (解). To understand is thus to undo knots of communication. The 
ideographic of 解 is to cut 刀 the horns 角 off of an ox 牛. 

In the process of undoing clusters of communication, one can try to look at what is 
happening in the backstages of communication, to untie aspects of our ‘dire-vrais’ 
and to try to understand each other better in interculturality so that we can change 
together. 

慎独 (shendu) in Chinese refers to the act of behaving the same way by oneself as 
when one is with other people. For example, when I am by myself in my study writing 
this fragment, I try to act the same way as I would if someone was sitting with me or 
vise versa. 

The ultimate lack of performance with and for others. 

The supreme goal for sociality and interculturality, especially if others are also 
willing to experience their own 慎独. 

But is it ever possible? Can I be a non-actor with others? 

A tricky phrase in Chinese the meaning of which took a while to negotiate with a 
Chinese friend: 接地气 (jiēdì qì), which translates as ‘grounded gas’ (qì is energy, 
gas, air, qi). It relates to a situation in a store in China. A ‘white’ man carries 
a fabric shopping tote bag and the sales assistant compliments him on his bag, 
telling his Chinese friend that she did not think Westerners used such bags but more 
sophisticated and expensive ones. She then uses this phrase to describe how she 
perceives this ‘white’ man. After ten minutes of negotiation between the foreigner and
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his friend, they agree that, in English, this can translate as ‘affable’, ‘down-to-earth’, 
‘having the common touch’ and ‘the smell of the soil’. This positive phrase usually 
refers to someone in a position of power or authority who behaves and understands 
‘ordinary’ people. In a non-condescending way, this could be what interculturality 
is about: to be grounded beyond the ‘floating’ of one’s potential sense of superiority 
related to ‘our’ nationality, ‘origins’, ‘language skills’, and… ‘culture’. 

It is obvious that some of us are privileged interculturally because of the way we, 
e.g., look and sound. Capitals such as highly regarded passports, first languages, 
skin colours, mixed with social and economic aspects, often benefit some of us. 
These elements also impact the way we ‘do’ interculturality, the way others co-
perform with us. The more aware we are of our privileges (or lack of), the more 
we can try to lower (or to raise) our own positions with the other, by, e.g., making 
a real effort to listen to them, to be silent, to voice some of our privileges and their 
potential impact on others, and to offer genuine generosity in the renegotiation of 
change. 接地气 (jiēdì qì) could hint at this important process—again in a humble 
way. 

I taught the French word ‘ringard’ to a Chinese friend today. In English it translates 
as ‘has-been’, ‘cheesy’, ‘crummy’ or ‘square’. In the ensuing discussions, it becomes 
clear that we do not necessarily see ‘ringard’ the same way. Our eyes and ears do 
not ‘taste’ ‘ringard’ in the same attitudes or artefacts. For example, a flashy pink 
Ferrari parked under a huge Balenciaga ad where a model wears an airport yellow 
safety jacket turned into a very expensive couture winter jacket, is and is not ‘ringard’ 
depending on the eye of the beholder. No one is right or wrong. 

I am not interested in the Chinese idea of Minzu (民族), a notion that translates 
(wrongly) as ethnic, nation, nationality, ethnic group and people, to learn about it as 
such. My interest is in the magic mirror that it represents for my own thinking about 
interculturality. Minzu serves as a gauge to unthink and rethink interculturality over 
and over again. What is more I am not interested in judging or evaluating Minzu 
affairs, scholarship and the ideologies that go with it. This is not my job but that of 
some (at times dishonest and arrogant) scholars and decision-makers from abroad. 

For three years, I focused on the idea of Minzu with colleagues from Minzu 
University of China (often referred to colloquially as Minda). I worked hard 
to try to make sense of its specificities and to ‘enter’ this complex arm of the 
octopus of interculturality. Although I feel that I have learnt a lot about it, there 
is still a lot of work to do to grasp its real complexities. The work has been 
very fruitful, not so much in terms of learning about it—as stated in the frag-
ment—but in the mirroring effect of noticing similarities in terms of ideolo-
gies, politics and economic aspects and differences in educational and theoretical 
terms. Being able to see that ‘our’ ways of dealing with diversity in Finland and 
Europe (Finland being very much embedded in EU policies at all levels) are
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not always ‘good’ (e.g. in the way we avoid policies such as positive discrim-
ination/preferential policies without trying), ‘honest’ (e.g. in the way we deal 
indirectly with economic integration and justice) and ‘inclusive’ (e.g. in the way 
geo-socio-economic segregation is marked in many parts of Europe). Minzu has 
also allowed me to realize that many of our research/educational ideas are very 
much influenced by un/official slogans, imposed polysemic keywords (Bildung, 
democratic culture, European identity, sustainability) and economically driven 
(EU projects serving the purpose of imposing indirectly specific ideologies). At 
times, I was stunned by both the proximity of Chinese and European formulations 
in the slogans used to discuss, e.g., research and innovation and by the somewhat 
highfalutin ways used when formulating things in Europe. Take the EU Strategic 
Plan 2020-2024 DG RESEARCH AND INNOVATION (2020: 4): ‘Faced with 
long-term social and economic effects of the global pandemic, our vision remains 
unchanged: a sustainable, safe, fair and prosperous future for people and planet, 
based on solidarity and respect for common European values’. 

The pomegranate as an original symbol for coming together. 

The pomegranate is a several-celled reddish berry and it has been used as an 
interesting metaphor in China for describing the 56 Minzu ‘ethnic’ groups. It is 
found in many visual representations of the diversity and unity of Chinese Minzu 
groups (see Illustration 4.4, artwork by Wei Qi, 2021). There are many separate 
seeds which are strongly linked together inside the skin. Interculturality is also 
about coming together and the pomegranate is an interesting metaphor to consider 
for the notion. 

Illustration 4.4 Woodcut 
by Wei Qi (2021), entitled 
团结凝聚 (unity and 
cohesion)
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Naan bread as a historical narrative. 

Kimchi as a simulated divider. 

Hotpot as correspondence. 

Here. There. As one. 

Food is both a ‘divider’ and a ‘unifier’ interculturally. Food divides by the tradi-
tions that are often said to be different across countries, regions, cities, etc., and it 
unifies by the similarities, in-betweens and mixings that it has experienced over 
the centuries. The history of the leavened flat bread (naan) is fascinating in this 
sense. Found in the Arabian Peninsula, Central Asia, Indian Subcontinent, some 
Mediterranean areas and the Near East, it has travelled throughout the ages and 
adapted to different tastes and parts of the world. Different names for the bread are 
used: matlouh (Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia), lepeshka (Uzbekistan and Kaza-
khstan), muufo (Somalia), pitta (Italy), etc. (Pasqualone, 2018). Some foods such 
as Kimchi, cabbage fermented with lactic acid bacteria, has caused controversy 
interculturally, people arguing about its origin (here: Chinese and/or Korean, see, 
e.g., Jang et al., 2015). Finally, Chinese hotpot, which is diverse in its forms 
(e.g. Sichuan, Beijing mutton, seafood, chrysanthemum… hotpots), is very much 
reminiscent of other forms of ‘hotpots’ such as fondue (oil, cheese, chocolate). 
The principle is the same: a hot liquid where one dips different ingredients from 
meat to vegetables, with an aim to warm one’s body (Illustration 4.5). 

Pastiche of Stravinsky’s (in Walsh, 2007: 339) quote for the eye: ‘To listen is an 
effort, and just to hear is no merit. A duck hears also’. 

To listen to - > to recognize, to behold and to stare, to gaze with studious attention. 

To hear - > to peek briefly.

Listening to is much stronger and effective for Stravinsky, especially when it 
comes to music (he was a musician and composer). This also applies to intercul-
turality: we should listen to others/self rather than merely hear ‘noise’. For sight,

Illustration 4.5 The wall of 
diverse leavened flat breads 
at the Kashi Naan Bread 
Museum 
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I suggest to recognize, to behold and to stare, to gaze with studious attention (= 
to listen to) and to peek briefly (= to hear). When I engage interculturally I need 
to be passionate with all my senses to make sure that it is meaningful.
A cartoon by 小林 (Kobayashi) seen on WeChat recently, seemed to be very much 
in line with this fragment. It depicted a student wearing headphones, doing an 
English listening comprehension exam. The caption said: 每次考完英语听力都 
深深地领悟到有些话只说给懂的人听—which can translate as Whenever I do 
an English listening test, I deeply understand that some words are only spoken to 
those who can make sense of them. (https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/AmDZEHmX3 
sWdcTlb3_jlvA). 

The OHO movement (1966–1971) from the Former Socialist Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia: A contraction of oko (eye) and uho (ear), plus an exclamation for 
surprise (OHO!). This movement summarizes well what we could be trying to achieve 
through interculturality—gaze with studious attention, listen to and be astonished! 

Two intriguing titles for art exhibitions in Beijing in 2021: 

一个误解的时刻, 所有的面具都掉下来了 translated as ‘A moment of misunder-
standing, all the masks fell off’. This is powerful and polysemic: does it mean that 
when we misunderstand, we start seeing each other’s ‘real’ face (whatever this might 
mean) or that misunderstandings make our face so ‘bare’ that there is nothing left? 
As a reminder, the word person in English comes from Latin persona, a word used 
for masks. 

我不想认识我 translated as ‘I don’t want to know me’. Can I not know myself? Self 
always relates to an other, thus knowledge of self requires the in/direct presence of 
another. Who I am always depends on others—although I might have the impression 
that I know who I am. Saying ‘I don’t want to know me’ signifies rejecting also the 
will to know the other. No self, no other; no other, no self (Illustration 4.6). 

Two paintings by Chinese artist Ding Tianque (1916–2013) both entitled Hutiao 
Xia (Tiger Leaping Gorge) in reference to a Canyon in the Yunnan Province in

Illustration 4.6 A moment  
of misunderstanding 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/AmDZEHmX3sWdcTlb3_jlvA
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/AmDZEHmX3sWdcTlb3_jlvA
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Illustration 4.7 Trees 
co-performing at the 故宫 
(gù gong, the so-called 
Forbidden City in English) in 
Beijing 

China, and painted respectively in 1980 and 1998 represent the same landscape 
with different moods, shapes and colours. Faces of people are engraved in the multi-
coloured mounts, in the first version, they look rough and gloomy and, in the second 
one, calm and even joyful. Tianque depicts how his different life experiences influ-
enced the way he painted the same landscape and how it reflected his inner feelings. 
The contrast between the two reminds me of the journey through the experience of, 
research and education on interculturality. One is asked to steer between exultation, 
misery, and turbulence and, tranquility, harmony and chaos. 

[Pause and Questions] 
Let’s start this pause by pondering over the picture in Illustration (4.7), showing 
two Cypress trees from the Ming Dynasty (ca. 400 years) at the Forbidden City in 
Beijing. The two trees are separate at the roots but their branches are bounded. This 
symbolizes well what interculturality could be about, considering its co-performing 
characteristic. 
This chapter was about the importance of reflecting on the constant co-performance 
of interculturality that we all have to experience. 

As a summary of the points made in the chapter, we can say that interculturality 
is always at work and that it trains us to think about how we could communicate 
with others, forcing us to renew our astonishment in front and with them. Together, 
we should problematize interculturality again and again, looking into the mirror of 
differilitude and co-changing. We could ask the following questions together and try 
to find some (changing) answers: 

• How could we find the way to our separate backstages? 
• How could we (genuinely) feel that we belong together? 
• How could we unmap the world together? 
• How could we opt in and out of culture? 
• How could we emancipate our brains, ears and mouths?
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• How could we make war against our own beliefs together? 
• How could we think against ourselves? 
• How could we think about what we are made to think about, what we see and/or 

hear? 
• How could we take politics into account together? 
• How could we decolonize decolonizing? 
• How could we fight against Torschlusspanik? 
• How could we face a (potential) crisis together? 
• How could we co-differ and co-simil together? 

The following questions help us to reflect further on the content of the chapter: 

• Have you ever felt anxiety and/or fear in intercultural situations? Try to remember 
specific situations and explain how you felt and why. What created anxiety/fear? 
How did you deal with them? 

• Have you ever been hurt by comments about your and/or others’ culture? Give 
examples. 

• Do you agree with the analysis of the elk story? Can we compare an encounter 
with an elk to human encounters? Why (not)? Is the analysis far-fetched? 

• Are there moments of encounter where the performance is limited and makes us 
more authentic to who we are? Try to think of potential examples. 

• Take your last encounter with a person from another country as an example. Based 
on Fig. 4.1, reflect on the stage co-performance and on yours and that of your 
interlocutor’s backstages. Were you able to peak in their backstage and them in 
yours? 

• What do you make of the fragment ‘Interculturality is about none of the 
interlocutors feeling really at home’? What does it mean to you? Do you 
dis-/agree? 

• How many memorable experiences of the ‘stranger on the train’ phenomenon 
have you had? What were the conversations about? Did you keep in touch with 
the ‘stranger’? Did you reveal anything you would not reveal to people you know 
well? 

• Interculturality is about bargaining, one of the fragments claims. If you look at 
the etymology of the verb to bargain, what do you think about this claim? 

• Try to imagine the following situation: You notice that a foreign friend of yours 
only contacts you when they need help from you (e.g. for a translation). Their 
messages are always very polite and seem to show care for you. Sometimes, they 
give you gifts as rewards. But there is always an agenda: use you for help not care. 
How would you feel about this? Would you end up taking up this issue with them 
or just oblige? 

• How often do you rely on senses other than sight consciously in your interactions 
with others? Try different senses in your next encounters and reflect on what they 
do to your feelings, experiences during and after meeting others. 

• What does the exhibition title ‘I don’t want to know me’ mean to you? Do you 
think that it makes sense?
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• You have certainly come across the ideas of decolonial and decolonizing. What 
do they refer to globally and in your own context? Who is concerned by them? 

• Try to draw a map of the world, taking another continent/geopolitical location as 
its centre. How does it feel? Is it an easy task for you? 

• Think of alternative questions to ask others when you meet them for the first time, 
beyond ‘where are you from?’ 

• Which tradition would you like to change in your own context? Explain why. 
• Think of your everyday life and ‘holidays’ in your context: what concrete mixes 

of cultures and traditions do you experience? Are they coherent or somewhat 
contradictory? 

• Look into the Chinese phrases of 接地气 (jiēdì qì) and 慎独 (shendu). What 
is it that they can tell us about renewing our perception and co-performance of 
interculturality? 

• What do you make of the metaphor of the pomegranate for interculturality? Does 
it make sense? Would you use another metaphor to summarize what it does to 
people at this stage? 

• Is interculturality always ‘in the eye of the beholder’? What could we do about it 
so that we open up to other ways of looking at and experiencing it? 

• At this stage in the book, what should teaching interculturality be about for you? 
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Chapter 5 
Ideologies of Interculturality: Building 
Up Awareness of the Predatory 
and Falsely Critical 

Abstract The focus of this chapter is ideologies. This important and yet controver-
sial concept can help us deconstruct and rethink interculturality. An ideology is an 
order passed onto us through different influential channels, without us necessarily 
noticing. The concepts, notions, ideas and arguments that we use to discuss inter-
culturality are all ideological, even in the claim that they are not. Accusing others of 
putting forward ideologies of interculturality, while ‘we’ tell truths about the notion 
is problematic. As scholars and educators, we all need to look at oneself and decon-
struct our own beliefs. The fragments in this chapter contain suggestions as to what to 
do with ideologies of interculturality, such as paying attention to predatory ideologies 
that force us to speak about the notion in certain ways. 

This chapter focuses specifically on a certain number of ideologies contained in the 
fragments. One could say that an ideology is a ‘prescriptive doctrine’ (Raphael, 1970) 
that gives us orders as to how to understand, explain and tackle specific issues. For 
Althusser (1977: 156), a Marxist philosopher who has problematized extensively the 
concept of ideology: ‘It is indeed a peculiarity of ideology that it imposes (without 
appearing to do so, since these are ‘obviousnesses’) obviousness and obviousness, 
which we cannot fail to recognize and before which we have the inevitable and 
natural reaction of crying out (aloud or in the ’still small voice of conscience’): 
’That’s obvious! That’s right! That’s true!’. Canetti (2021: 71) offers an interesting 
example of ideology when he questions the way ants have been described and used 
to stimulate the idea of being hyperactive, working hard and non-stop. In fact, during 
the 2020 pandemic, a very popular Facebook Group called ‘A group where we all 
pretend to be ants in an ant colony’ was created for people to get distracted from the 
situation and to keep busy. If we go back to Canetti (2021: 213): ‘Ants spend most 
of their time being inactive. A revolution in our conception of ants?’ Deconstructing 
the usual ideology of the hyperactivity of ants is destabilizing, however, it can help 
us notice how we are ordered to think (and thus act) in specific ways and move away 
from such orders. In what follows, we apply this principle to aspects of interculturality 
in research and education.
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5.1 Concepts, Notions and Ideologies 

This section is based on fragments that centre on concepts and notions, deconstructing 
their ideological cores. I start with a few fragments that can serve as warnings. 

A reminder: An utterance is a mere declaration—not a truth. 

In research and education, we need to rely on discourses first and actions-
discourses second. What we say, what others share with us is always based on 
what was said before them and thus is embedded in a complex thread of positions. 
A given utterance cannot thus be taken for granted since it derives from words 
uttered by an other, the in/direct presence of that other and the context of inter-
action. Since education and research are also very much grounded in ideologies, 
we are all influenced—sometimes without realizing—by these orders. Our pref-
erences, beliefs and positions depend on such ideologies. What we believe to be 
right or wrong, beautiful or ugly, polite or impolite, etc. is also based on ideologies 
passed onto us by others (parents, teachers, people we admire, decision-makers, 
etc.). Thus, when I hear a student, a colleague or a research participant, I never 
take what they say about interculturality for granted, not because I think that we 
are systematically lying but because I know that what we present is not neces-
sarily what we believe in or have experienced. For example, after spending a 
year abroad, a student asserting that they have become interculturally competent 
and that they have no stereotype about the people of the country they visited, are 
not arguments that can serve as ‘evidence’ of them having become intercultural 
and/or global ‘speakers’/‘citizens’. These assertions can be polysemic since the 
words they use to talk about the notion of interculturality are unstable semanti-
cally. What is more, they belong to most institutional, educational and research 
discourses and often represent ideologies, which means that they must just be 
‘parroted’ to please a teacher, a researcher or an administrator, to be in line with 
official calls for globality/interculturality. There is no ‘truth’ about intercultur-
ality, just ‘declared truths’. When someone says ‘I have become interculturally 
competent’, question what they mean, what ideologies force them to make this 
claim, the meanings they put behind the words, and refrain from using them as 
‘evidence’ of anything. Interrogate declarations! 

Clashes of Ideologies Before a ‘Clash of Cultures’ 

The clash of civilizations or cultures is an old idea as we shall see in a later 
fragment. Popularized by Huntington (2011), it appears in research and education 
from time to time to determine a form of interculturality that is somewhat in 
an impasse, prone to conflicts. However, what civilizations or cultures mean is 
contested,1 especially if one refers to the multilingual complexities of the concepts

1 In 2020, a Chinese student had put the following message in Chinese on his social media line: 
‘culture is freer than civilization’. He did not explain the difference between the two, just including 
this somewhat cryptic message online. 



5.1 Concepts, Notions and Ideologies 81

(see, e.g., Dervin et al., 2022 about civilization). What we can be sure of is that 
these elements do not ‘clash’ since they are not ‘things’, they are not ‘agents’. 
Clashes do occur between real people when they speak to each other, either directly 
(open disagreement) or indirect (one interlocutor disagrees but does not voice 
their disagreement). The disagreements/clashes are rarely about civilizations or 
cultures—again: these do not exist as such but are co-constructed in an unstable 
fashion by people—but they relate to the connotations of words and actions, our 
perceptions, values that we see as different/similar/acceptable/unacceptable. In  
brief: the ideologies that one reads in what the other says, does, performs, etc. 
Clashes of ideologies then take place—not cultures or civilizations! In order to 
‘do’ interculturality beyond these clashes—if one wishes to move forward with 
the other and change together (this is not compulsory!)—we need to go to the 
backstages of communication (see Fig. 4.1) and open up these ideologies together 
so we can identify where we agree/disagree and come up with potentially jointly 
agreed alternatives. 

Slogans Drain Me. How Much of What We Say is not Futile? 

As hinted at in several previous fragments, many of our beliefs and assertions 
about interculturality are mere slogans, mottos, promoted by researchers, teachers, 
businessmen, decision-makers, etc. We need to beware of this trend to make sure 
that interculturality is not an empty (single) ideological device. Emptiness and 
futility, when well manipulated, can allow certain voices to impose their own 
power onto others and to silence them. We will come back to such slogans in the 
next section of this chapter. 

Predatory Ideologies 

Dominating ideologies of interculturality feed on the world in order to spread 
themselves in research and education. Often supported by powerful institutions 
such as the Council of Europe, the UNESCO, the European Union, these ideolo-
gies pre-shape the way people conceptualize, talk about, teach and research inter-
culturality. They are predatory, destroying all other kinds of alternatives wherever 
they go. Predatory comes from Latin praedatorius, pertaining to plunder (praeda 
is the prey in Latin). When I hear scholars from the South use concepts such as 
‘intercultural citizenship’, ‘planetization’ or ‘democratic culture’, I often feel that 
they have fallen preys to such predatory ideologies. We also need to remember that 
these ideologies represent gatekeeping discourses for many international journals 
and academic book series. If one does not speak them, the gate will often remain 
closed. 

Do Ideas Have Passports? 

Although in the book I keep referring to ‘Western’ ideologies, theories, concepts, 
etc. I need to remind my reader that the ‘West’ here does not refer to any particular 
geopolitical space but to dominating economic–political forces from around the 
world that impose research and educational ideologies onto the vast majority of 
people involved in intercultural research and education. As such, these ideologies
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do not have specific ‘national identities’. I have noted, however, that in reac-
tion to these global dominants, some scholars and educators try to ‘nationalize’ 
certain ideas, which they present as ‘special’, ‘unique’, etc. Although some ideolo-
gies might be specific to a given economic–political context, they will always be 
embedded willy-nilly in the global neoliberal order, research ideas, theories, etc., 
and thus, they do not have a ‘passport’. They are always based on the interaction 
between scholars from different places, often translated from other languages, 
mixed with other ideologies. 

Radio talk show on France Culture from 1959 about the conquest of the Americas 
with Braudel and Legoff. One of them uses the concept of clash of civilizations many 
times. Huntington has not invented anything. 

A radio programme from 1959 inspired this fragment. Naively, I was stunned 
by the content, which sounded like twenty-first century discourse, although it 
was recorded 80 years ago. The participants, two important historians, Fernand 
Braudel (1902-1985) famous for having introduced a new conception of historical 
time and Jacques Legoff (1924-2014) who worked on history and memory, used 
many concepts and notions in the programme—which we still use today, amongst 
which the clash of civilizations. We must dig into the archaeology of concepts 
and notions (and the ideologies that go with them) so that we don’t give the 
impression of newness when things have been discussed extensively in the past. 
These discussions might have slightly different ‘colours’ but it is important to be 
aware of them. I often find reading the Analects of Confucius, for example, to 
be extremely ‘modern’ and useful for rethinking or deepening my understanding 
of interculturality—although Confucius never discussed interculturality as such 
since the notion was not known/used as a notion back then. 

‘Community is one of the values underlying our strategy’. 

Forced and forged groupism.

The word community used to be omnipresent in the UK and the USA and I always 
asked my friends and colleagues in these two countries what the word meant and 
whom it referred to specifically. I remember asking these questions to a friend in 
Arizona. She seemed surprised and answered that she had never thought about 
the use of the word, she just used it, like others do, but was not sure what it 
included, excluded and really meant. Interestingly today the word in English and 
other languages is popping up in different parts of the world. The quote from 
the fragment, written originally in English in a non-English speaking country, is 
from a European university, an advertisement for community-building at a faculty 
level. It relates to a ‘strategy’, a kind of document, inspired directly by the business 
world, full of ideologies and slogans. Interculturality, stated as such or by means of 
other words such as global and transnational is often included in such strategies.



5.1 Concepts, Notions and Ideologies 83

Illustration 5.1 The 
Chinese ideology of A 
community of shared future 
for humankind, adapted to 
the spirit of the 2022 Winter 
Olympics and Paralympics 
in Beijing 

It is a ‘must’, although its meaning is usually fluid in such documents. Its presence 
can also be merely ‘decorative’. 

Etymologically community comes from Latin communitatem, which can mean 
community, society, fellowship, friendly intercourse; courtesy, condescension, 
affability and is derived from communis, common, public, general, shared by 
all or many. 

In China, the concept of community has taken central stage through the intercul-
turally oriented discourse instrument of 每日一词|人类命运共同体 (a commu-
nity with a shared future for mankind in English), which has to do with multipo-
larity, development, cooperation and win-win outcomes in our times of advance 
economic globalization (Illustration 5.1).

‘Universalism is not an ideology’. The non-ideological is ideological. 

Universalism refers to pertaining to the whole world, to be generalized to all, 
and occurring everywhere. The term comes from Latin universus, all together, 
whole, entire and shares the same root as the word universe (see the critical 
paper about Universalism, Particularism, and the Question of Identity by Laclau, 
1992). The quote in the fragment is from a scholar heard speaking in a European 
media. In the early nineteenth century, universalism used to refer to the theological 
doctrine of universal salvation. To claim that something is universal is to position 
one’s own beliefs and ideologies above everyone else and to suggest that our 
own are the only valid ones. Assertions of non-ideology often hide ideological 
positioning. Universalism as a component of interculturality is an ideology too 
since not everybody will agree on its components (Illustration 5.2).

Differilitude as a companion to 美美与共 (měiměi yǔgòng, ‘beauty, beauty, 
coexistence’).

The Chinese discourse instrument 美美与共 was put forward by sociologist Fei 
(2015) in relation to Chinese Minzu. In Chinese 美 (měi) means beautiful, very 
satisfactory, andgood. Its ideographic is that of a person wearing an elegant crown. 
美美与共 insinuates the idea of coexistence, togetherness of ‘beauties’ (different
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Illustration 5.2 A simple  
example of 
non-universalism. A ‘Sale’ 
label in China which shows a 
7. This means 30% off the 
product in question—not 
70% as one would see in 
most parts of the world

groups of people). The term differilitude which I have proposed to summarize the 
idea that difference is always embedded in similitude and vice versa, corresponds 
to this Chinese discourse instrument of interculturality: different ‘beauties’ coexist 
by co-constructing similitudes. The idea of ‘unity in diversity’ used in different 
parts of the world goes hand in hand with this.

‘Civilized’ as a stop-gap, an excuse, a nudge, a fly in a pissoir. 

A nudge is a way of giving a hint or a signal to someone that they should do 
something. Allmark and Tod (2013) define nudges as ‘interventions that aim 
to change people’s behaviour through changing the environment in which they 
choose rather than appealing to their reasoning’. The best example of a nudge is 
the drawing of a small fly in men’s pissoirs to remind them of basic cleanliness 
in the bathroom. Nudge originally meant to push slightly with the elbow and 
might come from Scandinavian for to jostle, to rub or even to massage. In a  
country like China, the word civilized and its derivatives are omnipresent in public 
places to remind people of the way they are expected to behave. They serve as 
euphemisms, toning down the potentially harsh connotation of another word. In 
English, these would often translate with ‘no sentences’. For instance, (Chinese) 
‘a civilized person respects the environment’ (English: no pollution!); ‘observe 
civilized driving!’ (no overtaking without using indicators!), etc. In English, the 
word civilization used to refer to a law which makes a criminal process civil in 
the eighteenth century before becoming what it is known as today (e.g. reclaimed 
from savage life, barbarity) at the end of the same century. The word is based 
on Latin civilis for relating to a citizen, relating to public life, befitting a citizen;
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popular, affable, courteous. In Chinese, the word is polysemic and can refer to 
modernity, politeness, education, advanced… (Fang, 2019). 

Diversity as a colourful jingle. 

Wood (2003) has written an excellent book on the idea of diversity in the US 
context, a critical volume that reviews the original and current mis-/ab-uses of 
the word. Over the past years, the word has spread to the rest of the word and, 
like civilization in some parts of the world, it seems to be used as a euphemism 
for words that one cannot speak. In the Nordic context, for instance, it can be 
used to refer to different aspects of interculturality: ‘migrants’ vs. ‘locals’ (I use 
inverted comas since the semantics of these words is unstable in the Nordics and 
elsewhere); foreign languages vs., e.g., Finnish, Icelandic, Swedish, etc. A decade 
ago the word was not used as much as it is today in education and research. 
Its emptiness, the clear ideological position that it imposes unto the one who 
utters it, deserve to be unpacked: Who uses it? Who/what does it substitute? 
For what reasons? For whom?... The omnipresence of the term drowns us into 
forgetting who it actually refers to—although in many cases we are made to believe 
that we do not belong to this category but that the other does. Today’s meaning 
of inclusion and visibility of persons of previously under-represented minority 
identities dates back to the early 1990s only. It is from Latin diversitatem for 
contrariety, contradiction, disagreement and difference, diversity. 

When I hear the word sustainability in research today, I see another long blinding 
tunnel, in which thousands of blinded voices are SHOUTING OUT the word, unable 
to see inside and outside the tunnel. At the end of the tunnel, another tunnel, another 
agora. 

The word agora is from Greek for an assembly of the People, the place of assembly, 
a marketplace. The Greek word is based on the verb ageirein, to assemble and 
could also mean public speaking and things to be sold. The agora in my fragment 
seems to be given a negative sense of people just parroting words and ideologies 
without questioning them. Today, in, e.g., Finland, interculturality, diversity and 
sustainability are such words in research and education. 

‘Minzu is not a political concept but a scientific one’ 

Science and politics as worst pals. 

The notion of Minzu is used to refer to the 56 different ‘ethnic’ groups of Mainland 
China. It is a political, administrative and research term. I have commented earlier 
on the mistranslation of the word in English as ethnic, national, nationality. The  
choice of the word—like any word to refer to various groups—derives from geo-
economic–political decisions made about the different groups. In a similar vein, 
the fact that the concept of race is not used in certain parts of the world; the 
overuse of the ideas of multilingualism and translanguaging in some contexts;
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the inclusion of the word global in others, all derive from political choices, rather 
than mere scientific positioning. Research, education, politics and the economy 
always go hand in hand, nolens volens. 

Democracy is mine!

- No: mine! 

Like children claiming ownership for a toy gun. 

Since 2015, a pivotal year in European politics, with the massive arrival of so-
called ‘refugees’ from the Middle East and parts of the African continent, the idea 
of democracy has become part of the parlance of interculturality in Europe. Before 
that, the Council of Europe (an institution not to be confused with the European 
Union) was preparing a document on how to ‘assess intercultural competence’, a 
project led by two ‘white’ scholars from the UK, with a lot of academic capitals. 
Overnight, the idea of intercultural competence turned into the puzzling ‘demo-
cratic culture’ (see Simpson & Dervin, 2019). Since then, issues of democracy 
and citizenship have popped up in European scholarship and elsewhere. Not that 
these notions are new but a political urge to reflect on ‘our’ identities as Europeans 
imposed these non-discussions (one cannot debate democracy since it is thrown at 
us as a non-negotiable notion) on the world. When the pandemic started in 2020, 
straight away multifaceted attacks on China took place, whereby the virus issue 
was embedded in political, economic and ideological battles. Democracy became 
one of the first elements of discontent and, repeatedly, China was accused of not 
being democratic, the way the ‘West’ wishes to understand the word—without 
really defining it. In response, China started discussing ‘Western’ democracy and 
Chinese (social) media deconstructed (especially) US democracy: how come there 
is so much economic and social injustice in the USA (I add economic on purpose 
since the Western euphemism of ‘social injustice’ tends to make us forget that 
a lot of it has to do with money)? Is voting a good and effective way of doing 
democracy when the business world influences voters and the ones they vote for 
so much? Etc. Unfortunately both sides seem to talk at crosspurposes and no real 
dialogue has emerged from these ideological re-positionings. 

Harmony is the word of the day! Why don’t I like this word? Why don’t I believe in 
it? What/who is forcing me to not like it? 

In China, the word 和谐 (hé xié) for  harmony is often uttered to discuss both 
intercultural and, e.g., Minzu affairs (amongst others). 和 (hé) is composed of 
禾 (hé) cereal, grain, rice, plant, stalk and 口 (kǒu) for mouth, entrance, gate, 
opening. The second character behind harmony, 谐, means both harmonious and 
humorous. It is based on the merging of the characters for words, speech and to 
speak and, all, every, and everybody. Harmony describes a joint process of coop-
eration, coordination and friendship. In brief: 和, re:  together; 协, xie:  cooperate.



5.1 Concepts, Notions and Ideologies 87

The term originally referred to the combination of different tones in musical 
creations. It has also referred to peaceful coexistence regardless of differences 
and plurality. Harmony leads to not accepting violence and conflicts. In English 
harmony was also first linked to music, especially in its Latin and Greek origins: 
harmonia referred to agreement and concord of sounds. The more concrete social 
meaning is from the fourteenth century. Interestingly I am always hesitant when 
I see and/or hear the world. I find it difficult to shift away from the idea that 
harmony is first and foremost based on a co-performance, as if it were something 
static. The connotation of the word in Chinese helps me move away from this 
misperception. In a sense harmony is a phenomenon that forces us to ‘concord’ 
(the word is from Latin concordia, com for with, together and cor, heart) thus to 
let the inter- work between us. The reasons why we dislike or prefer certain terms 
and concepts must be reflected upon and combatted so we can open up to other 
ideological perspectives. 

What is cultural confidence, 入侵, wénhuà zìxìn? 

It is a question of identity first and foremost. It is about you and me: I look at you, 
my other, and get back to my own self. I contrast myself to you, observe and accept 
my/your worth, my/your value, my/your past, my/your present, my/your future…—my 
referring here probably to the group(s) I believe/feel I belong to. 

Who am I in front of and with the other? is the main question I must think of when I 
reflect on cultural confidence. To answer this question, I need to let you know about 
my/your worth, my/your value, my/your past, my/your present, my/your future; to let 
you listen to me and to respond to me (and vice versa). 

Cultural confidence is also about not having to remind you of who I am; not showing 
off or belittling my identity, my affiliations; not presenting a sense of inferiority or 
pride. Above all, it is about recognizing that who I am today relates to the centuries of 
encounters between you and me that have led to who we are as members of different 
but interrelated groups and as humans today. The confidence that we are all in this 
together and that, like everyone else, I have contributed to the world as it stands 
today, is also important to bear in mind. 

My cultural confidence does not need to be voiced. 

If I am confident, I don’t need to voice my confidence. 

There is no confidence without confidence of being with others. 

If someone threatens me, my confidence urges me not to threaten back. 

The discourse instrument of cultural confidence was put forward by Chinese 
President Xi to urge Chinese people to understand themselves better and to not 
belittle who they are in front of others. It relates to the history of China from the 
nineteenth century when China was humiliated by ‘Western’ forces who basically
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invaded the country and divided it up into pieces. Getting to know one’s past, one’s 
history, one’s achievements as well as today’s China appears to be strategies 
for developing this confidence. What cultural confidence means is not always 
clear. The fact that the polysemic word cultural is included in it adds to potential 
confusion. I asked some of my European students to speculate on what it might 
mean—none of them knew but came up with interesting explanations such as 
cultural confidence is a synonym for intercultural competence, an interesting 
argument to consider! I am not always convinced that my Chinese friends and 
colleagues understand it fully either. As noted in Chap. 4, I had noted an interesting 
use of the discourse instrument on the Chinese social media app WeChat whereby 
someone had posted a picture of a statue of Confucius being revered by students 
about to take an exam. Food (and drink) offerings had been placed on the pedestal. 
The accompanying message began with referring to the scene as a ‘pilgrimage to 
Confucius’. The author also wanted to make sure that this was not interpreted as 
‘religion’ or ‘superstition’ but as ‘respect’ for ‘the roots of Chinese culture’. They 
described it as ‘cultural awareness and confidence’. The fragment offers further 
discussions and reflections on what this discourse instrument could be about and 
how we could make it meaningful interculturally speaking, without falling into 
overconfidence, nationalism and other kinds of foes to interculturality (illustration 
5.3). 

Illustration 5.3 An 
example of cultural 
confidence in China? A 
family wearing clothes of 
jinyiwei guards (锦衣卫) 
who served as bodyguards 
for the Emperor during the 
Ming Dynasty (1368–1644). 
The picture was taken at the 
Forbidden City in Beijing
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Epistemological diversity 

T 

O 

K 

E 

N 

S 

white-white-white-white-white-white 

white-white-white-white-white-white 

white-white-white-white-white-white 

white-white-white-white-white-white 

white-white-white-white-white-white 

white-white-white-white-white-white 

Wall of whiteness 

This small fragment is meant to look like what it describes: a thick wall (represented 
by the repetition of the word ‘white’), constituting the foundation, with a thin vertical 
pole, which reads TOKENS. This fragment was inspired by the fact that current 
research on interculturality appears to be still based on white ‘Western’ powerful 
figures –‘critical’ ones included, with limited space for scholars and educators from 
outside this sphere of dominance. The pole of ‘tokens’ represents the inclusion of 
some voices beyond the dominance that seem to serve mostly as illustrations, confir-
mations of the powerful figures’s arguments and analyses, without really engaging 
with them. ‘Tokens’ fully educated in the ‘West’ and siding with the ‘norms’ imposed 
on by the dominating global order (interculturalspeak, models designed by ‘gurus’, a 
lack of interest in critical and reflexive languaging of interculturality), see their names 
included but their potential alternative contribution neither urged nor put forward. I 
have probably done this myself – and still doing – in my own work. My work with 
Chinese colleagues has opened up my eyes to this major issue. We have tried together 
to offer alternatives and we still have a long way to go (see, e.g., Dervin et al., 2022; 
Yuan et al., 2022).
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5.2 Ideologies in Conversation Fragments 

In this section, I share fragments revolving around parts of conversations that made 
me react after hearing/reading them. I will limit the comments on these and let them 
talk for themselves. The reader might try to picture what is happening in the fragments 
while reading them, reflecting on the potential reactions of the one speaking, the one 
listening, a potential overhearer, etc. It is also important to try to identify the different 
ideologies contained in the fragments and what they tell us about the voices included 
(remember to consider the context of enunciation if mentioned in the fragments).Why 
I, the author, decided to include these fragments here? might also be a good question. 
What might they say about my own (potentially changing) ideologies concerning 
interculturality? 

Finnish tourists doing a nazi salute at a concentration camp and taking a selfie of 
themselves: ‘We did not know that it is illegal in Germany. It was only a joke’. They 
got arrested. 

Wake me up from this nightmare. 

A white European scholar to a group of Chinese students: ‘Where do you feel 
local?’—A question inspired by writer Selasi’s (2014) Ted Talk entitled Don’t ask 
me where I come from, ask me where I am a local. In her talk, Selasi (ibid.) crit-
icizes the omnipresent question of ‘country/space identity’. The Chinese students 
remain silent. The scholar tells them not to be shy. I discovered later that they did 
not understand the gist of the question, especially from an intercultural perspective. 

A critical Western-centric query? 

This event represents an important learning moment for me: when we try to speak 
critically about aspects of interculturality (‘origins’ here) we need to make sure 
that our criticality is transparent and understandable by others – not assuming 
that they will share these ideas. Here the scholar uses an ideology for which the 
Chinese students struggled. Since the lecture was about interculturality, and this 
was about different countries, the idea of being ‘local’ in different countries for 
students who had never stepped a foot outside China, did not make sense at first. 
For them, China was obviously the only possible answer (this is obviously not 
the case for all Chinese, I am only referring here to what the Chinese students 
asserted in this specific case – and I do realize that, like many of us, they may 
not have necessarily spoken a ‘dire vrai’). In China, people pay attention to their 
‘hometown’, an interesting concept which does not necessarily connote the same 
way in ‘Englishes’. A hometown is the original place from where one’s family 
originates, it is not the place where one lives (even for 30 years). Three generations 
in a same town/city/village makes the hometown. I remember being surprised 
the first time someone referred to Turku (Finland), the city where I live, as my 
hometown in China. The same goes with Paris, which has been mentioned a few 
times as my ‘original’ hometown by some Chinese friends and colleagues. In any
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case, to try to explain the question used by the scholar ‘Where do you feel local?’, 
before turning to the international in this context, knowledge of the hometown 
discussions in China and elsewhere, could have helped the students to make sense 
of the gist of it. Again: we should never assume that the use of words in global 
Englishes and of ‘accepted’ ideologies in our own (larger) geo-economic–political 
context, lead systematically to dialogue and understanding. 
Discussions around ‘cultural appropriation’ with Chinese colleagues have also 
led to an impasse at first. One of my Chinese students posted a picture of himself 
wearing an Egyptian costume once and I discussed it with my colleagues, who 
did not understand why I was somehow surprised by it. They kept repeating: ‘he 
shows respect to them by wearing their costume; it is a big mark of respect – he 
is not denigrating their culture’. I was reminded then that cultural appropriation, 
the way the ‘West’ (un-)problematizes it has to do with our shameful history 
of dominance, invasion, theft, and that it might have to do with ‘white guilt’. I 
disagree with people ‘appropriating culturally’ in my own context – although I am 
not always sure what the clear boundaries between appreciation, denigration and 
appropriation are – but I may not have the right to judge others from this ideological 
perspective outside my own context. This discussion and awareness of different 
positionings must take place in research on interculturality. The short piece by 
Thagard (2019) entitled Cultural Appropriation, Appreciation and Denigration. 
When is it morally wrong to engage in other people’s culture? is a good place to 
start reflecting on this phenomenon. 

‘As a professor of postcolonial education, I reject essentialism and racism’. 

(2 min later) 

‘Chinese students need to build up their criticality and reflexivity. This is not taught 
in China’. 

Decolonize decolonizing. 

Colonized heads. Decolonizing colonized heads. Colonized decolonizing heads. 

Recolonizing. 

I have discussed criticality and reflexivity in previous chapters. What they mean 
is extremely unstable, although they are sought after worldwide like rare trophies. 
A white scholar, self-proclaimed as a specialist of ‘postcolonial education’, 
requesting ‘Chinese students’ to be reflexive and critical is somewhat problematic. 
Whose reflexivity and criticality are we talking about here? Does the scholar mean 
that Chinese students are neither critical nor reflexive (a stereotype that I have high-
lighted in my 2012 article on how some white ‘Western’ scholars have essential-
ized Chinese students abroad in their research, using stereotypes and misinformed 
versions of Confucianism to do so, Dervin, 2012)? I have myself contributed to 
such awkward analyses and I still do somehow every day. Yesterday, for example, 
I was working on a paper with a student who did not seem to understand the 
differences between theory, methodology and analysis. Patiently, I explained how 
I saw these elements, presenting them as the ‘only’ truths. We struggled to come
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to an agreement. The student made some excellent points about the contradictions 
that they saw in this division. Eventually we managed to renegotiate the meanings 
of these and changed the paper accordingly. 

Colonize one’s heads with Westisms to improve, develop, civilize, make money— 
nevermind if it does not hurt us short-term. 

(Statement from a University on anti-racism): ‘We encounter people as they want to 
be encountered’ 

(Question asked by the person who wrote the statement to a new staff member): 
‘Where are you from?’ 

(New staff member): ‘I come from xxx (name of a European capital)’ 

(Reply from the person who wrote the statement): ‘I hear you are originally from 
Senegal. A beautiful country. My mother’s friend has visited it and she was very 
enthusiastic about your food’. 

(New staff member, looking grumpy): Yes… 

(Statement from a University on anti-racism): ‘…[People] don’t have to reveal 
anything about themselves’ 

Maybe we don’t meet ‘people’? 

Heard from a European university rector: ‘Critical thinking is part of our heritage’. 
A statement that shows that critical thinking is a mere slogan. A critical thinker might 
not need to make such a statement. Reclaiming critical thinking is doubting about 
our ability to ‘do’ it (if it can ever be ‘done’). 

A two-year ‘international’ event on the future of education. Around 10 speakers 
spread over two years, all based in the UK, the USA, Australia and Spain. Is this still 
the future? 

The Finnish government vows to eradicate ‘ideological education’ from schools. 

Isn’t education always ideological? Isn’t the idea of eradicating ‘ideological 
education’ ideological? 

‘Prepare the next generation for global competence’. 

How about us? 

This was the title of an online ‘international’ seminar. I wondered: have we 
given up on ourselves? Are we ready for this today? Can we already plan for 
the ‘next generation’ when we haven’t tackled these issues upfront and proposed
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real concrete strategies? The future will be similar and different to ours: will 
culture as a concept still matter? What place will religion take? Will the world 
be even more divided politically and economically and thus impact how we meet 
each other? Planning for the next generation for a competence that we ‘define’ 
today (based mostly on ‘Western’ political ideologies, see the work of the Orga-
nization for Economic Co-operation and Development, OECD, on global compe-
tence), seems counterproductive at this stage. Let’s focus on today! Let’s pause 
and think! 

‘This book highlights UK scholar XXX’s commitment to the Council of Europe 
values’. 

What would they say if a book authored by a Chinese scholar read: ‘This book 
highlights Chinese scholar XXX’s commitment to the Communist party of China 
values’? 

As a reminder, the core socialist values include: prosperity, democracy, civility, 
and harmony; freedom, equality, justice and the rule of law; patriotism, profes-
sionalism, integrity and good will. I am not writing this to ‘defend’ China 
and condemn anyone. The list of socialist values is a reminder that discourses 
around ‘values’ might be similar across contexts and that, in order to make 
full sense of them in education and research, we must discuss them in depth 
together (Illustration 5.4). 

Illustration 5.4 A poster 
presenting the core socialist 
values on a street in 
Mainland China
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When China wishes to protect children against violence in cartoons, ‘Western’ media 
shout: censorship. When the West does it, ‘Western’ media call it children’s human 
rights. 

(On my WeChat line, a former student from China writes) ‘Only when the Chinese 
express patriotism will they be described as populist and irrational’. 

[Pause and Questions] 
The focus of this chapter was ideologies, a central concept that can help us deconstruct 
and rethink interculturality again and again. An ideology is an order passed onto 
us through different influential channels, without us noticing (Roucek, 1944). The 
concepts, notions, ideas and arguments that we use to discuss interculturality are all 
ideological, even in the claim that they are not. Accusing others of putting forward 
ideologies of interculturality, while ‘we’ tell truths about the notion is problematic. 
As scholars and educators, we all need to look at oneself and deconstruct our own 
beliefs. 
The fragments contain many suggestions as to what we could do in front of our and 
others’ ideologies: 

• Interrogate declarations, slogans and words (e.g. community, democracy, diver-
sity, sustainability, universalism); 

• Listen carefully to conversations—what we all say together; 
• Consider what is often presented as clashes of cultures/civilizations as clashes of 

ideologies first and foremost; 
• Pay attention to predatory ideologies that force us to speak in certain ways, believe 

in certain things and make us re-act accordingly; 
• Question our impression of newness when adopting certain ideologies. 

The following list of questions push us to think further about the important topic 
of this chapter: 

• What do you make of the argument found in many of the fragments that 
research, education, politics and the economy always go hand in hand—espe-
cially in relation to interculturality? Can you think of concrete examples of these 
interrelations? 

• ‘There is no truth about interculturality, just “declared truths”’. What do you 
make of this statement? Reflect on what you think you know about your own 
country/countries, identities and ‘cultures’ and ponder over the potential ‘declared 
truths’ that you have been made to use. 

• Try to explain the difference (and similarity!) between the ideas of ‘the clash of 
ideologies’ and ‘the clash of civilizations’ in relation to interculturality. 

• What kinds of slogans of interculturality can you identify around you? On the 
streets, at school, at the workplace, in (social) media…? Which of these ideologies 
appear to be predatory—meaning that they are somewhat aggressive and do not 
accept contradictions? 

• What images come to mind when you hear the word ‘harmony’ in English and 
other languages? Is it a notion that makes sense to you?
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• Words, notions, concepts circulate globally around issues of interculturality, often 
imposed top-down through education, research and politics. Which concepts, 
notions and words have appeared recently in your context? What do they mean? 
Do you know their origins and who coined them? In other words, are you aware 
of their archaeology? 

• What are your views on the argument that ‘ideas do not have passports’? 
• Take some time to acquaint yourself with the Chinese ideology of 每日一词|人 
类命运共同体 (a community with a shared future for mankind). Who proposed 
it? How and by whom has it been used? 

• Can you think of euphemisms used to talk about interculturality today? 
• Examine how the concepts of diversity and sustainability are used in your own 

context and in the language(s) that you know. What do they seem to mean and for 
what purposes do they seem to be used? 
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Chapter 6 
Othering as a Problematic 
and Yet Indispensable Routine 

Abstract The chapter starts with the argument that othering is a necessary and yet 
unavoidable ‘evil’ and that attempts to get rid of it cannot but be inadequate and, 
at times, mere performances and victims of political correctness. Blaming others 
for othering is a constant in intercultural research and education. Yet the fragments 
from this chapter remind us that we are all others, ‘otherers’ and ‘otherees’. As such 
the other plays multiple functions in our everyday life. This omnipresent figure in 
interculturality can also be used as hyperboles, euphemisms and mere decorations. 
The chapter concludes with the argument that looking into differilitudes (difference 
+ similitudes) with the other is a fruitful way of getting closer to them—and thus 
for them to get nearer. 

“Show me that border between self and other” 

This chapter focuses on a figure that has been at the centre of intercultural scholarship 
since the beginning: the so-called other. Let us start with three interesting elements 
to introduce the topic of the fragments in this chapter. 

Since this book was written at the end of the second year of a major global 
pandemic, affecting all people in the world, let us look at the interesting etymology 
of the very word epidemy, which we used at first when the virus was limited to 
a smaller area of the world. The word comes from Epidemien (Greek) meaning to 
sojourn in another country. Epi stands for amongst, upon and demos people, district, 
country. An epidemy was originally a stay with the other, a sojourn in another place. 
Interestingly, travel ended for most people for many months during the pandemic, 
putting an end to most physical encounters. However, interculturality online was 
still very much possible—the other became ‘Zoom-ed’, ‘Tencent-ed’, ‘Teams-ed’… 
Our link to them was now very much mediated, placing a strong physical distance 
between us (probably for many years to come). We have had to develop new ways of 
relating to the other without seeing them directly, feeling their presence, observing 
them from a close distance. 

Another interesting word to reflect on the other is the word encounter, which one 
often finds with intercultural (as in ‘intercultural encounters’). Encontrer is the old 
French ancestor for encounter in English. Originally it referred to a conflict, a fight,
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an argument. An  r- was later added to the French word for to meet (rencontrer), 
indicating that meeting someone is a never-ending process, something that happens 
again and afresh. We never stop meeting. An encounter is always a re-encounter: we 
meet again as different, as similar. 

Finally, a remark from Canetti (2021: 186)—which brings us back to my own 
encounter with an elk in Chap. 4: ‘The unattainable in animals: how they see us’. 
Although we might have the illusion that humans’ views of others are ‘attainable’, 
let us always remember that co-performance on the same stage does not necessarily 
reflect what is happening backstage… 

6.1 Benefitting from the Other 

The other is omnipresent. The other is you and me, the other is us together. But what 
do we do with each other? Why are we together interculturally? What is happening 
between us? What do we want from each other? 

Othering is a routine form of drastic but necessitous human survival. 

Everyone needs others, others need others. This is what I have called the hyphen 
between self and other: we are always together, willy-nilly, and even when we 
are not. Othering, or turning the other into an other, occurs all the time. As soon 
as someone appears in front of our eyes indirectly, starts speaking and is being 
stared at, while staring at another other, othering takes place. In the fragment 
I use  the word  routine to describe these mundane acts, which comes from the 
French language, with route (way, path, course) at its core. Othering is thus the 
usual way, the path to encounters. It can be somewhat avoided discursively by 
censoring one’s thoughts, views, prejudice and stereotypes about the other, but it 
always hides in the back. One cannot approach anyone without othering them. I 
cannot, you cannot, we cannot. It is both unavoidable and indispensable in the 
confrontation of my eyes and your eyes, my ears and your ears, my body and your 
body, my voice and your voice. If I did not have an other to other (and if they did 
not either), there would be no I. 

The otherer is also an other. 

This fragment reminds us that everyone is an other to an other. In some situations, 
our position as an other fits what we wish to project identity-wise, in other situa-
tions, this position frustrates us, makes us feel inferior. We constantly shift roles 
between the otherer and the othered, for better or for worse—and always with the 
other! Deleuze and Guattari (1988: 249) put it nicely when they write: ‘The self 
is only a threshold, a door, a becoming between two multiplicities’. 

The other as an ideological chum. 

The other as a pat on the shoulder.
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Politics and interculturality always go hand in hand as asserted in the previous 
chapters. Macropolitics in, e.g., the way ‘our’ media transmit certain biased 
constructions of the economic–political other, does have an influence on how 
we (mis-)treat that other, even in research and education. As a consequence, at 
times, we judge others as agents, chums, puppets, parrots of the other ideologi-
cally when they start resisting our own othering of the other. Let me explain: in 
my work on Chinese Minzu education, I tried to understand specific aspects of 
this ideological perspective (as much as I would claim that intercultural, multi-
cultural and global types of education are ideological, i.e., they give us ‘orders’ 
as to how to ‘do’ diversity), and made an attempt at enriching my thinking (and 
unthinking) of interculturality. Discovering the complexities of Minzu, while at 
the same time reflecting on the economic–political–ideological aspects of the 
notion I had used hitherto (interculturality that is), I often worried that I might 
idealize ‘China’ and be judged for promoting her work for diversity internally. I 
kept diaries where I wrote about my enthusiasm, doubts, observations about how 
different actors reacted to my interest in a topic that few ‘Westerners’ had the 
opportunity to look at as closely as I did. No one ever tried to influence me or use 
me to promote Chinese ideologies or to criticize ‘European’ ideologies. Through 
and with me, my colleagues and friends at Minda discovered a lot of interesting 
aspects of Minzu education as well as similarities with ‘European’ perspectives 
on diversity in education in terms of issues to be tackled. Before judging or posi-
tioning oneself towards the other’s views and politics of the other, we must, as 
scholars and educators, invest time to get acquainted with their complexities, to 
ask questions again and again, to find some temporary answers and, more impor-
tantly, to work with the other—rather than against them. I feel privileged that I 
had the opportunity to learn so much during the years I engaged with Chinese 
Minzu education specialists. This enabled me to look at myself in the mirror and 
to unthink my own ideologies—and to re-construct new ones. 

(Fragment from my review of a paper on Minzu) ‘The author must question the “hid-
den” assumption in the article that Chinese Minzu issues are equivalent politically, 
sociologically, linguistically, ethnically, etc. to Western ideological approaches to 
ethnicity in research’. 

外国恶魔特工 (Wàiguó èmó tègōng). 

Foreign devil agent. 

When the same regards the same as an enemy. 

This Chinese phrase refers to a Chinese who worships the other—in most cases 
the ‘West’—and who blindly follows ‘their’ ideologies, tastes, behaviours. Inter-
culturality being all over in daily life in China, I always wonder what criteria are 
used to determine what a the wàiguó èmó tègōng is. I assume it has to do with 
critiques of China by a Chinese, while lauding (blindly?) the other.
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Seduce: Bow to the Japanese, shake hands with Americans, say nihao to the Chinese, 
wave hello to the Finns. 

Prepare your bank account. 

In 2021, I did some work with my students on depictions of interculturality through 
images. What do people do when they meet interculturally and how is this repre-
sented in pictures found online? We spent a long time working on a picture of two 
white people wearing suits bowing to two Japanese men in suit too. These were 
all obviously businessmen. First, I only showed part of the picture, the white men 
bowing, and asked the students what these two were doing. Different answers 
emerged: they are bowing to an important leader, they are bowing in front of a 
coffin at a funeral, etc. No one guessed that this situation was ‘intercultural’. When 
I showed them the full picture, they started to speculate about the power relations 
between them: if they are businessmen, who is going to make money and who will 
need to ‘seduce’ the others to make sure that they sign a contract? At the end of 
our discussions, the students and I agreed that the white men were visiting Japan 
and that they needed to play a ‘seduction game’ to please the Japanese and make 
them sign a contract. Should it have been the contrary (e.g. located in Germany, 
the Germans being the business leaders), they could have shaken hands. This led 
to a discussion about how treating and ‘seducing’ the other have to do with power 
relations, financial and political statuses and agendas, and for whom a situation is 
being played (if it is photographed as was the case here). The fragment reminds 
us that, in, e.g., the business world, where the only goal is to make money, the 
use of interculturality—as in here: I become you and/or you become me to please 
each other, to show that I care about who you are—often has to do with business 
strategies to lure the other into liking us. What the two men from the picture say 
indirectly by bowing to their Japanese counterparts could be: ‘I am not like you, 
I am your other, look at my skin colour, my way of speaking, but I am here to 
honour you, to show you my respect, to “play” you to make you think that I am 
a friend, a copy of you. I bend down in front of you by adapting/imitating your 
ways but this is just temporary, until you start trusting me and sign our contract’. 
This form of interculturality limits the scope of exchange and change that we have 
been discussing until now. The inter- is erased in this form of interculturality, the 
other is lost, the other becomes the same and thus the process of changing together 
gone. 

Othering back at the other is like shouting back at a foul mouth. 

Blaming the otherer disfranchises us—we become the untouchable, the supreme 
being! 

Going back to our discussions about non-essentialism in Chap. 2, whereby one 
tries to approach the other beyond ‘solid’ representations of who they are and 
refrain from uttering, e.g., stereotypes (but, maybe, still ‘thinking’ them), one is 
often tempted to criticize and blame others for mistreating an other. Othering has 
of course bad and terrible consequences. However, no one is immune against this
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social phenomenon. While, in education and research, it is important to prob-
lematize it, I find it more and more difficult to accept bullying people for othering 
others, giving them lessons for doing so, looking down upon them, while every 
one of us does othering on a daily basis (at different degrees, obviously). This 
does not mean that we should not pay attention to othering, or remain silent. But 
we need to discuss othering in a mature and non-accusatory way to make it more 
effective. Again, the accuser can also easily fall into the trap of othering. I believe 
that, when we can all admit to it and discuss together why we need to talk about it 
rather than shame, censor and relegate othering to the inner discourses of people, 
we could make othering a more interesting aspect of research and education. 
Finally, we should stop thinking that we can do away with this ‘necessary evil’… 
pretending that othering will not happen ‘again’ is counterproductive. 

I wish to communicate to learn with others, not for the sake of filling in my environment 
with noise. 

Interculturality takes place every second around the world, directly (face-to-face 
and/or online) or indirectly (by, e.g., watching a TV series, reading a novel from 
another place). Interculturality is really all around. Often, however, we witness 
forms of interculturality that are noisy but empty. The other is there but we do not 
really see or speak to each other. We make noise (“WHERE ARE YOU FROM?... 
I LIKE YOUR PEOPLE… TELL ME ABOUT YOUR CULTURE”) but we don’t 
do interculturality. We don’t (want to) change, we don’t know that we could change 
together, we don’t listen… 

6.2 The Other Othered 

In this section we look into phenomena related to the ‘threatened’ position of the 
other and reflect on ways to deal with it. 

Deleuze (1993) talks about the danger of Othercide. Negating, disregarding, 
destroying and killing the other correspond to destroying opportunities for change. 

The destruction of a precious active mirror. 

The murder of the possible. 

Breaking a mirror brings back luck. 

Getting rid of the other, suppressing them cannot but lead to our own demise. The 
need for the other, the hyphen between self and other, systematically suffers in 
othercide. This other gives me hope for change, for unthinking and rethinking our 
world, my self and themselves, even when they are enemies, otherers. Through 
the mirror of the other, I can survey myself and act accordingly, together with 
them. Killing them breaks that mirror.



102 6 Othering as a Problematic and Yet Indispensable Routine

Othercide 1: The West as a constant gauge in China. China as an endless impasse 
in the West. 

Othercide 2: The Finnish ‘BBC’ (Yle) asking if Chinese students should be considered 
as potential spies in Finland, while claiming to be doing ‘responsible journalism’, 
is frightening. 

‘Encounters with ideas, cultures, experts and students’. 

The non-agentic, first, the other, second. 

In the use of the word encounters, in relation to interculturality, a mix of ‘things’ 
is often seen: non-humans (here: ideas, cultures) and humans (categories such 
as experts and students). Interestingly the non-agentic, the ones with whom we 
cannot directly dialogue or ‘touch’ are mentioned first in the quote from the frag-
ment. The potential agents, with whom interculturality only can occur in/directly, 
come last. We need to re-agentivise interculturality, to reintroduce the ‘real’ other 
into it. 

Headline in a French newspaper about a student doing her Erasmus exchange time 
abroad in Greenland: ‘I had seal and whale meat’. The internationally-minded 
carnivore! 

‘We must have at least 12 foreign friends at this international event’. 

The foreigner as an amicable keepsake. 

The foreigner as a stopgap. 

The foreigner as a performer. 

Friend as both a hyperbole and a euphemism. 

In 2021, a Chinese acquaintance asked me if I could register for an ‘international’ 
event they were organizing online because they needed foreigners to join to be able 
to label it as international. I obliged politely. Here, the other gives points, allows a 
special category to be applied to the event. I have noticed similar practices for some 
events organized for European projects whereby a ‘quota’ of foreign scholars, 
educators, decision-makers must be ensured and met. The only difference is that 
the other is not labelled through the hyperbole (exaggeration) and euphemism (a 
word used for something else) of ‘the foreign friend’. 

The other as decoration. The other as a trophy. 

A robot and a foreigner in a lift. 

The real stranger loses their appeal in front of children.
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Before the 2020 pandemic, I found myself in a lift at a hotel in a small city 
in mainland China. Usually, like most ‘waiguoren’ (foreigners) in the Middle 
Kingdom, and especially in a small town, I attract a lot of stares and pointing from 
people, especially from children. I have published a paper on this phenomenon 
with a Chinese colleague (Liu & Dervin, 2020). This has never really troubled 
me because I realized from the beginning that staring and pointing had a different 
meaning for the Chinese who did this. It is most certainly a form of othering, 
one could argue but I believe that, as a white person from Europe, my position 
in China is still so privileged that I don’t feel the urge to complain about this 
‘detail’. I often stare back. In Finland, people might also stare at each other on 
the streets (sometimes in a flirtatious way) but do not point at people who ‘look 
different’—although, e.g., people might think for themselves ‘oh, a foreigner!’. 
Back to the lift in the small town in 2019. I am on a lift, a family with a child 
enters. The child looks at me and says ‘mum, a foreigner!’. I wiggle my fingers 
and say hi. Next floor, a robot distributing food enters, uttering some words in 
Chinese. The child then ignores me and focuses on the robot, saying something 
about it to his parents that I do not understand. The ‘foreign’ other loses their 
appeal in front of another form of other! 

(On the subway) Four Chinese young men wearing COVID-19 face masks illustrated 
with white people facial features. 

They stare at me. I stare back. 
Moment of embarrassment. 
Othering othered. The otherer othered. The othered othering. 
Gazes on the street of Beijing. 
Silence. 
What do we see? 
What do we think? 
What do we say? 

Barthes’ (1993) Camera Lucida yesterday. He calls for an archaeology of the 
‘gaze’ but how to retain ‘gaze’ in research? The gaze is alive. The gaze is inter-. 
How to catch it? How to analyse what it does with the other gaze? 

6.3 The Other as a Mirror 

When I look at the other, I see myself indirectly, I see my (assumed) similarities and 
differences. The more I get to know the other—one can never really know that other, 
but have the illusion that one can know them—the more I get to reflect on who I 
am and who we are together, how I change while exchanging with them—and vice 
versa. 

‘What do you think is a unique characteristic of the Chinese?
- To be humans like other humans’.
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A Chinese student asked me this question in early 2021, probably expecting me 
to refer to how different I might think Chinese people are to ‘us’. Yes, the Chinese 
are different from ‘us’ (whoever this might be), but they are also very similar to 
other human beings. In my response in the fragment I wanted to make that point 
clear. We like to think of ourselves as special, different, unique—which we are in 
a way—but our humanity is always there, present in each of us. 

Barthes’s remark on his trip to China in the 1970s resonating in my head: ‘China is 
not disorientating’. 

Comparing Barthes’ (1983) book on Japan, Empire of Signs, where he applies 
his semiotic method to his experiences in the country and the book based on the 
notes he took during a sojourn in China (Barthes, 2011), one notices two very 
different experiences of the other. While the Japan book reveals an other with 
a capital letter, where Barthes’ analytical method reveals interesting aspect of 
Japanese otherness, his China notebooks keep mentioning the fact that he finds 
China somewhat ‘easy’, not ‘disorientating’, comparing many of the places he 
visited to familiar places in, e.g., France. Somehow, Barthes seems disappointed 
by this lack of real strong otherness. Etymologically, the word disorientating 
indicated first deviation from an east-facing position and then confusion as to 
direction. Interestingly it is based on the word the orient. In my own experience 
of China (Hong Kong first when I was young, then Beijing and Shanghai, plus 
visits to many different parts of Mainland China), I have never really felt out of 
place or fully perplexed. Since I have always tried to approach places, people and 
ideas through the continuum of difference and similarity, and very much aware 
of the bias of this perspective, my eyes and ears have been trained to look beyond 
the exotic, the different only. Of course, I am not immune against these elements 
but I will systematically try to question them. 

Desperately trying to unearth some uniqueness in the other. But the following features 
howl at me: mélange, similarity, boundaryless… 

You stare at me, I stare back. I devour the other while they gorge on me. We are all 
anthropophagic, flesh-eaters! 
Othering is vulgar and we are all uncivilized. 

This ironic fragment hints again at the fact that we are all otherers. We are 
constantly reminded of this principle when we meet the other, but we other and 
yet criticize and lecture others for othering. 

Facial, behavioural and discursive intertextuality in people: the other in the other.



6.3 The Other as a Mirror 105

K. (China)-K. (Finland)—looks, ways of speaking 

H. (China)-M. (France)—posture, comfort, motherly attitude 

J. (China)-X. X. (China/Finland)—posture, ways of speaking, shyness. 

This fragment lists anonymously intertextuality that I noted between different 
kinds of people whom I met in China and Finland. I was struck by these similarities 
in the ways these people from totally different places, expressed themselves, their 
body postures, their attitudes, their looks. I sat next to H. in China at lunch; she 
was an important leader. As soon as I saw her, I noticed the striking resemble with 
M. from France (someone I like very much). The voice, the looks, the posture, 
the motherly attitude. The electrifying effect on me stimulated our conversation 
and made me feel close to H. from the beginning. At the end of the meal, I tell 
her about the striking resemblance with M.—she seemed very touched. In the 
three cases I note the importance of intertextuality in the way we treat others, in 
the attraction we feel for them, in the motivation to spend time with them and to 
speak to them. The other in the other. I could have also listed cases where the 
intertextuality concerned people whom I was not very fond of, and the struggles 
they triggered in me to keep a straight face and to be willing to talk to them. This 
is an important aspect of interculturality: sometimes we struggle with our ‘things’ 
(here: uncontrollable intertextuality) which we cannot control. 

I pretend to be you to enchant you 

The mirror initiates love of the other. 

We need to remember that the mirror of the other can also be treacherous. I 
have treated this mirror in a very positive way until now. Since we co-perform 
the mirror effect can be a direct consequence of a lot of acting, e.g., the other 
performs being (like) me and/or vice versa, to seduce me, to have me on their 
side, to obtain something from me. This enchantment is a form of betrayal from 
the other, against which we must protect ourselves. 

(Uttered on the streets in front of a foreigner in China) 

‘Laowei’ (foreigner in Chinese) 

‘Waiguoren’ (another word for the foreigner)
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An articulated surprise as ratification of the other’s presence in some public places 
in China, when facing an other. At the same time, a confirmation of our own non-
strangeness, of our ‘normality’. 

The foreign other as a disentangling force for the other to understand their same. 

The other as the same to the other and the other’s same. 

We are always the other to the other but also their same. 

At the end of 2021, I spent some time supporting a Chinese friend of mine who 
was experiencing some problems with her (Chinese) partner. They had started 
dating a couple of months earlier. The same in this fragment refers to the imag-
inary figure of someone from the same country/culture. Most of the problems 
that they experienced were based on misunderstandings/non-understandings, and 
silence around what they wished for, the ‘shocks’ they felt when the other was not 
responding the way they expected them to respond. They were both Chinese but, 
to anyone, who did not know that they were, they would have felt like being people 
from two different countries/cultures. They did not understand each other; one 
accused the other of behaving strangely; of not being Chinese enough, etc.—as if 
they had been ‘foreigners’. I supported my friend as much as I could, asking her 
questions about her emotions, the precise problems that she encountered, asking 
her to recollect the discussions she had with her partner. I remember for instance 
that one day she was very depressed because her partner—she claimed—had said 
that he did not love her. She went on about the fact that he had lied to her, etc. I 
was also surprised because I really felt that he loved her very much. But there was 
something strange here. So, I asked her to try to remember what had happened 
and what their conversation was about when he made that remark. She then told 
me that she had made a strong accusation that he did not love her enough… which 
obviously triggered a potential lie from the partner (“I don’t love you actually”), 
either to save his face or as an angry reaction to her accusation. 
As an other to both of them, I was able to support them with their problems. I 
understood what the problem was by asking all these questions and by urging 
them to talk openly to each other about what they liked, did not like in each other, 
what they wanted for today and the future, etc. As an other, I served as a mediator 
that helped them get closer to each other. As an other, I was in fact ‘more of a 
same’ to either of them in trying to make sense of their feelings, attitudes, ways 
of communicating, etc. 
Interculturality is not always where we think it is. These two Chinese friends, 
who could have all in common to be able to communicate with each other (in our 
imaginary), faced a lot of problems that I, as an other, was able to identify and 
helped them solve. My supposed otherness made it possible for the ‘sames’ to get 
closer to each other.
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Me the other unothering the other’s same-other. 

Noisy transformations. The shock of being a same to an other. 

I coined the idea of ‘noisy transformations’ as an opposite to Jullien’s (2011) The 
Silent Transformations, which refer to changes experienced in and/or by us quietly. 
The noisy version is when transformations are obvious, loud and memorable. 

I am dreaming of a mirror that reflects how others see me rather than how I see/want 
to see myself. 

Deforming mirrors needed. 

Always look at yourself trying to imagine how multiple others see you. 

[Pause and Questions] 
The chapter started with the argument that othering is a necessary and yet unavoidable 
‘evil’ and that attempts to get rid of it cannot but be incomplete and, at times, mere 
performances and victims of political correctness. Blaming others for othering is a 
constant in intercultural research and education. Yet the fragments remind us that 
we are all others, ‘otherers’ and ‘otherees’. Of course, there are different levels of 
othering and some of us are more privileged than others in being able to modify and 
even avoid our being othered. We all need to look into the multifaceted mirror of 
othering and examine how, we ourselves, contribute at times to what Deleuze calls 
Othercide, putting down the other and potentially getting rid of them. Learning to 
observe the ways, we stare at each other might help demystify othering. 

I also noted in the chapter that the other plays multiple functions in our everyday 
life. This omnipresent figure, of which we are all representatives, can also be used 
as hyperboles, euphemisms, mere decorations/trophies in our discourses of intercul-
turality. Misusing and abusing the other for our own benefits are not unheard of in 
intercultural contexts. 

Finally, the other does not have to be confusing at all since they can remind us of 
other others or even of people from our own groups, thus making us feel comfortable 
with them. Looking into differilitudes with the other is a fruitful way of getting closer 
to them. 
Now let us reflect on othering together: 

• ‘We are all anthropophagic, flesh-eaters’. Could this be a good definition for 
othering? Could you propose other metaphors for the notion? 

• Look at yourself in a mirror and try to see yourself in the way different others 
might see you. 

• ‘Othering is a problematic but necessary routine’. What do you make of this 
argument? 

• In a similar vein, do you feel that this fragment is far too negative: ‘We should 
stop thinking that we can do away with the necessary evil of othering’? Is this 
somewhat equivalent to giving up in front of othering?
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• What should we do to change together when we meet? Think of pieces of advice 
and strategies that would be useful to do so in a more 

• Have you ever ‘de-othered’ the ‘same’ to an other, i.e., helped someone from 
another country/culture to understand a person from their own context? 

• Can you think of examples of Deleuze’s (1993) Othercide? 
• How often have you experienced intertextuality in the other? This phenomenon 

I referred to as ‘the other in the other’ in the chapter (e.g. a new acquaintance 
reminds you of someone else). 

• When we change with others, we experience all kinds of transformations together. 
Some are ‘silent’ (Jullien 2011), and others, ‘noisy’. Can you think of examples 
of both types of transformation that you have experienced? 

• If you use filters/photo-editing apps on your own pictures, think about the 
following question: How much does the other influence in-/directly the way you 
use these apps to change the way you look (face, nose, eyes, hair length, other 
body features)? 

• When was the last time you ‘lectured’ someone for stereotyping or someone 
blamed you for ‘essentializing’? Try to recall what it was about and the conclusions 
you might have drawn from this. 

• Observe when, where and how you stare at other people in public places—and 
vice versa. Who? Where? Why? How long? Etc. 
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Chapter 7 
Shifting the Focus: Interculturality 
as Change 

Abstract Interculturality is protean, uncontrollable and somewhat mysterious, 
which urges us to move away from the ‘correct’ and the ‘effective’ of, e.g., many 
models of intercultural competence. This chapter emphasizes the importance of 
considering interculturality through the prism of change and stability—a central 
continuum in the way we ‘do’ it together. Change occurs all the time interculturally, 
without us being aware of it. The chapter argues that noticing change, reflecting on it 
and accepting it represent interesting objectives for both research and education. We 
must accept co-change, in its in-/coherence, especially if it is discussed and nego-
tiated with the other. We should neither fear nor resist co-change. The impetus of 
interculturality represents a significant opportunity for us to learn to observe and 
analyse co-change with others. 

Over the years that I have engaged with interculturality, I have been trying to find out 
what the notion is about. As said in the introduction to this book, interculturality refers 
to a phenomenon whereby two or more people interact with each other in/directly 
while it is also a research and education element—problematizing, analysing and 
learning about what it is and how to ‘do’ it. In recent years, after having read most of 
the literature about the notion in English and a couple of other languages, I realized 
that the main characteristic of interculturality relates to the idea of change. Change 
as an ideal (we co-change in ways that are shared and fair to both, meaning we both 
experience change in the inter- of interculturality) and change as a fact (we change 
every minute of our lives with others, for better or worse, without always noticing 
it). In my early twenties I was very much influenced by Henri Bergson (1859–1941), 
who clearly insisted on the constant change that we all experience every minute of our 
lives. For Bergson (2016: 7): ‘To exist is to change, to change is to mature, to mature 
is to go on creating oneself endlessly’. And through the in/direct presence of others, 
change multiplies in us—and in them at the same time. I do and say something, you 
do and say something, we change together. This theme is also very much present in 
the Chinese philosophical system of Daoism (see, e.g., Li et al., 2021). Confucian 
scholars argued that everything is in constant change and motion. The idea of 动静 
(dòngjìng), from, e.g., the Treatises of Seng Zhao (Liebenthal, 1968), emphasizes 
the ceaseless links between movement and stillness. I note that the Chinese language
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makes an interesting distinction between two characters indicating change: 变 (biàn), 
manifest/obvious change and 化 (huà), for subtle, gradual change. The Chinese word 
for culture contains the second character (文化). 

Research on interculturality should be a shout out to the world: 

C H A N G E!  

Minzu à la carte: one day Han, the other Hui; one day eat pork, the other no pork; 
one day separated at death, the other buried together. 

My work on the notion of Chinese Minzu has opened up my eyes even more in 
front of change. In China, all people have their Minzu inscribed on their identity 
documents. 56 different groups, with different characteristics such as (in some 
cases) languages, (old/new) traditions, beliefs and architectures. One can change 
one’s Minzu once in one’s life, using the Minzu of one’s parents as gauge. I 
have met many people of specific Minzus who seem to change their (symbolic) 
attributes as representatives of certain Minzus. For example, a friend who is a 
Hui (the most widely distributed Minzu group with about 9.8 million members 
in Mainland China) does not claim to be a Muslim (like many Hui people) but, at 
times, he doesn’t eat pork or refrain from drinking alcohol because of this identity. 
At other times, he gorges on pork casseroles and happily drinks Chinese liqueur. 
What is more, when a relative passes away, they are buried within 24 hours and 
my friend takes part in a procession around the coffin wearing specific clothes 
and a small hat with some Arabic words on them. Since my friend’s parents are 
from two different Minzu groups, he claims that they won’t be buried together 
but that this has nothing to do with anything ‘religious’. Some readers who are 
aware of the Chinese Hui group, might or might not recognize characteristics 
of this group and disagree with my friend’s interpretations. This is not the point 
of interest here. What this shows is how people can navigate through different 
representations of who they are as members of a group, adapting and adopting 
aspects of what they think is representative of this group as they live their lives 
as a member of this group and change. Minzu à la carte, identities on demand. 
Thinking about ourselves, we might realize that we actually all do the same in 
one way or another. Change, as a central aspect of our lives, pushes us to try out 
different things, to identify in different ways at times. 

Change is found in many Chinese words composed with the character 化 (huà): to 
turn, to melt, to transform, to convert, to expend but also to translate -ify, -ization,
-ize. Openness to change and adaptation to it appears to be an invariable in the 
Chinese language. 

Art and life are always intercultural. They are about change. 

Interculturality as a state of mind process.
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This fragment may sound paradoxical at first since it allies two somewhat contra-
dictory ideas: ‘state of mind’ and ‘process’. The very word state here finds its 
roots in the Proto-Indo-European root sta, which means to stand, make or be 
firm, hinting at solidity, rigidity and stability. Process, on the other hand, is from 
Latin processus for a going forward, advance, progress. So, the association of 
standing and being firm, solid and going forward, advancing, translates well the 
complexities of interculturality: when I ‘do’ and experience interculturality, I am 
enmeshed in the management of stability, which changes in contact with the other. 
Advancing together, i.e., being co-transformed, represents the core of the activity 
of interculturality. 

Interculturality is not about observing and interpreting the world but changing it 
(play upon a quote on Marx’s tomb in London). 

Karl Marx (1818–1883) was buried at Highgate Cemetery in London. His epitaph 
reads: ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways. The 
point however is to change it’. The fragment makes use of these famous words to 
describe what interculturality is about. Interpreting and observing are obviously 
important aspects of the notion too, but, again, changing together should be the 
main goal. 

Interculturality is about fighting against our fear of change. 

Meeting an other, spending time with them, trying out new things, new ideas, 
can be stressful and somewhat frightening, even if we might claim to be ‘open-
minded’, ‘tolerant’, etc. The fear of losing oneself (whatever that might mean, is 
there really one self ?), accompanied with the fantasy of having to become (like) 
the other, can affect our reactions in intercultural encounters. We protect ourselves 
with our ‘cultures’, ‘identities’, ‘languages’ (which are all ideologies in the end) 
to escape from change – and again: co-change with the other, not myself only! 
As an educational goal, interculturality should urge us to accept that co-change, 
and to let go of the solidity that we might construct to resist it, to oppose the 
transformative power of the presence of the other. Obviously, if change is neither 
joint nor negotiated, it should not be accepted and lead to us reflecting together. 

Reflecting on interculturality must be like riding a rollercoaster. 

The rollercoaster is a fast train that goes up and down slopes and around bends 
in an amusement park. Engaging in interculturality, ‘doing’ it and reflecting on 
it while and/or after we ‘do’ it, involves such movements. We meet someone 
and we are shaken at different degrees by what we say or do together (not what 
they say or do alone!); we move up and down together. In the encounter, we also 
travel through unexpected bends like the rollercoaster—moments of surprise and 
noticeable change. In Chap. 3 I had used the metaphor of the Penrose Stairs to 
describe interculturality, stairs that go up while going down, giving us the illusion 
of being able to reach a goal, which cannot be attained. The rollercoaster always
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ends—to the relief of most passengers! However, interculturality is a combination 
of the rollercoaster and Penrose Stairs since it never ends but changes us ad 
infinitum. 

To resist, ‘block’ and manipulate interculturality as it happens, is to pervert the 
natural order of change. 

The resistance and refusal to meet the other, to interact with them, to listen to them 
(rather than ‘hear’ them), to engage with their ideas, artefacts, sentiments, with the 
generous attitude of observing differilitude, represent a bias against the change 
that we experience every time we meet someone. If the point of our existence is 
to change and to be transformed—while the other experiences these with us—we 
challenge and/or put an end to humanity. What is more, manipulating intercultur-
ality, by, e.g., pretending to be with the other, showing an interest in, developing 
friendship with the other, while abusing them by profiting from them for one’s 
own benefits, leads to unacceptable indicators of change. As such, while one of 
us might genuinely change aspects of their behaviours, ethics, ways of thinking in 
contact with the other, the other one might just ‘fake’ their feelings, attitudes and 
behaviours to ‘seduce’ their other into profitable activities for themselves. These 
can range from simply adding to our social standing and positive identity (e.g. 
‘I have an Asian, European friend who graduated from a prestigious American 
university!’; ‘look I am a global citizen of the world, I have friends from abroad’), 
to using others for doing work for us, which we cannot do by ourselves because 
of our lack of, e.g., linguistic competence, and reaping the benefits for our own 
(local) promotion and fame. Unequal and inauthentic change does not constitute 
outcomes of interculturality. 

A friend wishes to turn her lover into a perfect carbon copy of herself or of what she 
fantasizes/she has been made to believe a lover should be. 

He must behave properly; he must buy me presents; he must tell me he loves me; he 
must text me; he must… he must… he must. 

And, in return? No change in her. 

The vampire. 

Awareness of interculturality as change does not mean acceptance of change or 
agreeing to change. 

The octopus as an inspiration for interculturality. 

Eight strong arms, full of suckers. Protean. Solitary. Short-lived. 

In Chap. 3, I made a long reference to the octopus as a metaphor for understanding 
interculturality. The sea creature is often described as protean since it can assume
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different shapes. Norman et al. (2001) explain that the body of the octopus is 
so flexible that it could escape from a room through a keyhole. Protean comes 
from Greek Prōteus, the sea-God, son of Oceanus and Tethys – the name is based 
on protos which means first. Interculturality as change must be considered as 
protean in the way it influences people when they meet. Besides, the notion is 
multifaceted theoretically, economic-politically and educationally, and forces us 
to look at itself from different perspectives. 

The use of the adjective ‘correct’ to point at attitudes, thoughts and behaviours in 
interculturality demonstrates a lack of interculturality as change… 

Most models of interculturality (Byram, 2020; Deardorff, 2019) make references 
to adverb such as effectively when they describe what someone should do to 
communicate interculturally. Although the adjective ‘correct’ is not used, this is 
what it actually means. To be effective means to serve to effect of the intended 
purpose, another way of saying to do something ‘correctly’. However, if inter-
culturality is about co-change while we exchange with each other, how can we 
determine ‘correct’ and/or ‘effective’? What is more, who decides what these 
represent in terms of attitudes, thoughts and behaviours if it is all about CO-
change (you and me change)? Who can determine what ‘good’ or ‘bad’ change 
should be occurring? It is only through constant, never-ending, reflective and 
critical interaction with the other, that change beyond ‘correct’ can occur. 

Interculturality should trigger off-kilter feelings in us and put us in atypical and 
unexpected situations. This is a necessary step to change. 

Interculturality is about jumping out and in of our ideas, identities, ideologies, 
experiencing comfort and anxiety, but also contradictions, and some degree of 
(in)coherence. It is also about accepting and observing the double thinking that we 
co-perform with others, whereby we say one thing in certain contexts and another 
in other contexts. 

Etymologically the verb to change is partly an abbreviation for to exchange. Based 
on Late Latin cambiare, to barter, exchange, and from Proto-Indo-European for to 
bend, crook, change does not happen in a straight line, with a predetermined path. 
It is definitely influenced by the (active/passive) presence of the other but also the 
given context where we meet others and other aspects of what we ‘do’ intercultur-
ally. This all means that change will occur in both coherent and incoherent ways 
(who determines what is coherent and incoherent depends on the interlocutors), 
that it will lead to potential contradictions in what we do, how we feel, what we 
say together, etc. Change also relies on silences and silenced discourses, thoughts, 
ideas and behaviours. As such we might (want to) experience change but not share 
how we experience it with the other.
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Difference is difference and it matters but getting closer to each other (the inter- of 
interculturality) requires creating jointly agreed similarity too. 

Change is the real world-order. 

Volatility is the real world-order. 

Contradictions construct the real world-order. 

Interculturality is a re-action. We revise our actions, ideas, thoughts, ideologies, 
together, again and again. 

My identity is not really mine but the result of what I do (don’t do), say (not say), 
experience (not experience) with others. 

We live in times of the ‘explosion’ of identity. More and more people are able to 
try out different identities and to feel liberated from single identities, that some 
other people have to face with others (e.g. so-called migrants in Europe). Identity 
is a very complex process, a ‘liquid’ one to borrow a metaphor from Bauman 
(2014), which I have used in my work in the past. Identities, beyond the ones put 
on paper for administrative purposes, are always between people. When I talk to 
someone, I do not stand in front of them surrounded and protected by a wall made 
up of a solid identity (‘me’)—neither does my interlocutor—but our two bodies, 
minds and beings start to flow and to mix together. My identity is your identity, 
your identity is my identity. We determine who we are together, together, at times 
harmoniously, at other times, through conflictual relations. I am not who I am, 
but I am who I am with and through others—and vice versa. The popular word 
of identity is problematic in itself since it derives from Latin (idem) for  the same. 
However, identity is never the same (except maybe on administrative papers but 
even there it can change). Identity changes through the (active/passive) presence 
of the other. 

A Chinese word: 气. 

Pictogram of clouds ‘flowing’ in the sky. It used to be represented by three horizontal 
lines, expressing the ‘feelings’ of the sky/heaven. The character means gas; air; 
breath; time. For one of my students: ‘The more I learn about interculturalism, the 
more I realize that it is not a “certificate” that you can acquire through reaching 
any kind of standards, but more of an “气质” that cannot be defined simply’.气质 
(Qìzhí) stands for both vital energy and quality-substance. Interculturality as vital 
energy, flow and… change! 

This was suggested by one of my Chinese students at the end of one of my long 
courses on interculturality. I found the metaphor to be very relevant to the idea 
of interculturality as (maybe here) uncontrolled and uncontrollable change. The 
student’s reaction to what she calls ‘interculturalism’ is based on her reading 
of articles on models of intercultural competence, mostly created by ‘Western’
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UK/US scholars. She had found these models to be too stifling and ‘authoritarian’ 
(‘you must do this; you must think this; you must behave like this’). She was 
also surprised by the hyperindividualized discussions around such competence: 
the focus is always on one of the interactants but never on all those involved, as if 
interculturality was the encounter of two separate entities, who act independently 
of each other, and of the context of interaction. Interculturality as vital energy is 
a fascinating proposal. It reminds me of Bergson’s (2016) creative force of vital 
impetus/force (élan vital in French), which favours motion, change and evolution 
in life and sociality – versus static values. Impetus, or momentum, impulsion and 
drive, comes directly from Latin for an attack, assault but also rapid motion, 
vigour and force. Petere is to aim for, to rush at. 

Interculturality should be like what we experience in a dream—or nightmare: we 
are not really ourselves, we do things we might not do in the real world, and we 
are with people whom we may not know but they are our friends or enemies—and 
sometimes we feel very comfortable with them in dreams. Interculturality should be 
the mysterious upside-down world of dreams, where anything is possible, together 
with others. 

The elevator metaphor for interculturality: People hop in and out on different floors 
and take different directions (up/down) and we never know which starting and end 
points people have. We all behave the same way on a lift in this hypermobile situation. 
Look towards the door and straight. Disrupt by turning your back to the door and 
look up. 

Working on interculturality should be the same: Disrupt hypermobility further by 
pushing for change! 

Since change is central in interculturality—co-change!—the metaphor of the lift is 
of interest. Lifts come and go in somewhat unplanned, unpredictable ways. While 
inside the lift, different bodies are oriented towards the door, people looking 
straight or down to the floor. The bodies come and go. Some people might know 
others, great them, engage in conversations but, in general, people are quiet. 
Sometimes there is embarrassment in the air. No one dares to speak too loud 
in what looks like a ‘box’. We are somehow ‘programmed’ to behave in certain 
ways in a lift, floating with other bodies up and down, exiting and rushing to 
our destinations. But like interculturality, we can experiment with change in a 
lift, by, e.g. disrupting what we do, looking towards the ceiling. I often try and, 
without any surprise, others start looking up too, probably to check what could 
be of interest there. Stand in the middle of the lift and turn your back to the door 
too and see what happens. Change, co-change! 

Metaphor of the continuously shifting hourglass for interculturality: we start with a 
little bit of sand in both glass chambers; the sand starts meeting through the narrow 
neck, mixing and shifting from one side to another; potentially leaving some residue in
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the chambers, which gets swallowed in and mixed at some point during the continuous 
movement between the chambers. Depending on which side one manipulates the 
hourglass, the process of the inter- leads to change in the content of the chambers. 

If we are deemed to be only different from each other, then interculturality cannot 
happen. Unless: 

1. One of us leaves aside or is forced to abandon their difference. 
2. We start looking for similarity in difference and difference in similarity. 
3. We co-create some similarities in difference. 

If interculturality is about change, differences and similarities (differilitude) must be 
openly deconstructed so we can re-construct togetherness. 

1. Interculturality as a patchwork of hidden, whispered and performed identities. 
2. Interculturality as a patchwork of claimed, loud and imposed identities. 
3. Interculturality as a patchwork of co-constructed 1 and 2. 

But what is change in interculturality? If every time I meet someone, we change, I 
need to reflect systematically on what it is that has changed in me with the other. 

Even the tiniest change is a victory! However, noticing change is difficult, we haven’t 
been ‘trained’ to do it. Observe change! 

Over the past 30 years ‘technologies of self’ (Foucault, 1988) such as learning 
diaries have been used in education to support learning. Necessitating training 
to learn how to use them to be effective, such technologies have been used in 
intercultural education and training. The task of writing a learning diary is almost 
always individual. However, since interculturality as co-change takes place with 
others, maybe it should be done with the other – entries co-written together: 
what did we do together? What and how did we co-perform? Were we able to go 
backstage a little bit? What changes did we experience and build together? What 
influence did they have on us and on those around us afterwards? What changes 
can we predict for the future of our encounters? Using change as a keyword for 
reflecting on interculturality, a concept which is broad enough but ‘easy’ to use 
as a basis, can help us build up a capital of reflexivity. 

Objective number 1 for interculturality: we must train/be trained to observe and 
analyse change, by ourselves and with others, during and after meeting others. 

Let’s reform intercultural training and education and place change at its core! 
Change in us, in others, in the environment, in ideas, in politics… Change! 
Change! Change!
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But what is change in interculturality? When I meet the other, how do I/we change? 
These are the real questions and this is what I need to ‘sharpen’ my eyes to observe. 

Love is also about change and exchange. From one, we move to two. From two 
separate ones, we become one… From my own identity and your identity, we build 
up a joint identity of us being together. We must bargain again and again, dis-/agree, 
open up to other ways, ideas, thoughts. 

‘What to do to fit in a culture? 

– Accept and promote change and transformation for self and other. Consider every 
encounter as an opportunity to co-change’. Change is the only way to fit together. 

This last fragment revolves around a question a student asked me recently during 
one of my seminars. My answer is based on the arguments developed in this 
chapter. Although the student uses the word ‘culture’ in her question, note that 
I do not respond focusing on this aspect (see Chap. 2). We had discussed in the 
course the idea of change and problematized what it might mean in concrete terms 
when working, studying, living with the other. 

[Pause and Questions] 
This chapter emphasizes the importance of considering interculturality through the 
prism of change and stability—a central continuum in the way we ‘do’ it. Change 
occurs all the time interculturally, without us realizing. It should not be a goal we need 
to set ourselves and pay attention to as such. Noticing change, reflecting on it and 
accepting it—especially in its ‘co-’ form—represent interesting objectives for both 
research and education. We must accept co-change, in its in-/coherence, especially if 
it is discussed and negotiated with the other. We should neither fear nor resist change. 

Some of the metaphors that we have used in the book hitherto symbolize well 
the ideas contained in this chapter: the elevator, the endless rollercoaster, the hour-
glass, the Pembroke stairs. Interculturality is protean, uncontrollable and somewhat 
mysterious, which urges us to move away from the ‘correct’ and the ‘effective’. The 
vital energy/impetus of interculturality represents an important opportunity for us to 
learn to observe and analyse co-change with others. 

Reflect further on change in what follows:

• Are you afraid of change? How do you see change in general?
• How do you understand the idea of change in relation to interculturality? Think of 

past intercultural encounters you have had and try to identify potential ‘snapshots’ 
of change. If possible, reflect on co-change—i.e. speculate on how the other also 
changed.

• Reflect on change that you experienced and that led to contradictions in you. For 
example, you changed opinions but felt that they were not compatible with your 
own group’s position.
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• Have you ever ‘faked’ change to please someone in intercultural situations? Can 
you recall specific situations and explain why you did it?

• In one fragment I claim that ‘Unequal and inauthentic change does not constitute 
real outcomes of interculturality’. How do you interpret this argument? How can 
we make sure that co-change is more equal and more genuine? Can we?

• What should we do if someone refuses to change with us during intercultural 
encounters?

• ‘My identity is your identity, and your identity is my identity’. Explain what this 
could mean.

• Have a look at different words, notions and concepts related to interculturality in 
the language(s) that you know: How many relate to the idea of change semantically 
and etymologically?

• Try to remember a dream that related to a situation of interculturality. What 
changed in you and others in the way interculturality was ‘done’ in the dream? 
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Chapter 8 
Language: The Substance 
of Interculturality 

Abstract This chapter argues that language should be taken systematically into 
account when dealing with interculturality, especially to treat the notion through the 
prism of politics. Translating is central to this important issue and recommended as a 
starting point for discussing with the other. The same applies to etymological work, 
whereby we can consider words like history books and encyclopaedias and thus 
enrich our understanding of interculturality ad infinitum. Several recommendations 
are made as to how to make full use of language for interculturalizing interculturality: 
Paying attention to the potential misuse of English as a global language; pluralizing 
the questions we ask in intercultural contexts; translating together again and again. 

This chapter focuses on a central aspect of interculturality, which I deplore, is often 
ignored: language. By language here, I don’t mean language learning—learning 
others’ languages to be able to talk to them—but I mean language as a way of 
engaging with ideas around interculturality, dismounting our ideologies, peaking 
into the backstage of what we do and think. Artist Marcel Duchamp (in Tomkins, 
1996: 68) helps us introduce the topic with this provocative thought: ‘As soon as 
we start putting our thoughts into words and sentences everything gets distorted, 
language is just no damn good—I use it because I have to, but I don’t put any trust 
in it. We never understand each other’. Although this may sound like a negative idea 
at first, when I interact around the notion of interculturality as co-change, I often 
feel the same as the artist: ‘language is just no damn good’. I would tend to disagree 
with the end of the quote, although it is a good reminder that we should not naively 
believe in comprehension without reflecting on and questioning it. 

8.1 Translation and Connotation of Words 

I start this chapter by tacking the important issue of translation, which is always at 
the core of language and interculturality. Be it in one’s own language(s) or other 
languages, we are always in the process of translating. Kraus (1986: 67) puts it 
nicely when he writes: ‘the closer you look at a word, the more distantly it looks
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back’ (‘je näher man ein Wort ansieht, desto ferner sieht es zurück’). The etymology 
of translation shows that, in the fourteenth century, the English word referred to 
both the removal of a saint’s body or relics to a new place, and to the rendering of 
a text from one language to another. It is based on the Latin word translationem for 
carrying across, removal, transporting and transfer of meaning. To translate thus 
indicates a movement across. Translating does not mean producing a facsimile but 
moving closer to the other, and thus to one’s own people at the same time. For Davis 
(2021: 231), this movement includes solving a problem (actually she talks about ‘the 
pleasure of solving a problem’). This problem is based on questions that one asks 
oneself when translating. Davis (2021: 196) adds: ‘you have no satisfactory answer, 
though you put something down on paper, and then years later the answer may turn 
up. Certainly you never forget the question’. 

In what follows the fragments tackle some of these questions and some answers. 

Translation as the staple of interculturality—not culture. 

We spend our time translating, not communicating. 

Communicating is translating. Translating is communicating. 

We need a new word for this. How about commanslating? 

Many of us are afraid of translation. The word brings back bad memories from 
our childhood when we had to ‘translate’ at school – which meant just go through 
a text and find ‘equivalents’ in the target language or our own language, often 
feeling uneasy with the end result. The word translation itself may not sound very 
appealing for reflecting on interculturality. However, translation is the core of the 
issue of change and transformation in interculturality. We cannot do without it. 

The French word la translation means translating from (old) French into French. 
For some Chinese to read Confucius and ancient Chinese idioms is an intercultural 
experience. It is like entering a different world. They need to translate them again. 
To retranslate something in German is to translate back (‘Rückübersetzung’) —I go 
back to what was said and backtrack. 

Words labelled as False friends are our real buddies in interculturality. When we 
‘meet’ them, we start unthinking and rethinking our worlds and ourselves. 

False friends have changed, exchanged, adapted. They contradict us, they upset us, 
they create misunderstandings. Sometimes we realize… sometimes we know. Other 
times we don’t. 

The confusion they create enriches us. 

False friends (or deceptive cognates, see Scatori, 1932) are pairs of words 
from different languages that look/sound the same but have different mean-
ings/connotations. In the following fragments I discuss three such elements in 
Chinese and Hebrew. 

‘A dragon is not a dragon’. Re-connoting words as a necessary step to fair 
interculturality.
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In the past two years I have noticed many interesting discussions in China about 
the translation of Chinese words into English, whereby the pinyin system to tran-
scribe Mandarin Chinese sounds into a Latin alphabet is preferred to a translation 
into English. Baiju for Chinese liquor; Minzu for ethnicity, nationality; zhan for 
station (as in subway station). In 2018 Huang Ji published a paper suggesting 
that the word dragon in Chinese 龙 should be translated as lóng – the pinyin 
version of the Chinese word (https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/Hsh7g35lOw-bgQhUc 
dywhQ). He argues that lóng is the main (positive) symbol of China and that the 
English word dragon, which tends to refer to an animal related to evil and nega-
tive creatures in European mythology, should be avoided to translate it. Dragon 
comes from Greek drakon for serpent, giant seafish and is based on Proto-Indo-
European derk- for to see. The dragon has often been used in the ‘West’ to refer to 
bad ‘enemies’ such as the Nazis and terrorists. In China, lóng symbolizes justice 
and good luck. Re-connoting words in different languages can take place by using 
foreign words, letting everyone ‘taste’ linguistic difference, destabilize them (an 
important part of the process) and make them reflect on the importance to de-and 
re-connote words. 

Ethnic, nation, nationalities. 
民族, 民族, 民族. 
Minzu, Minzu, Minzu. 
The need to translate translations. 

As asserted before, the word 民族 (Minzu) in Chinese can take on different trans-
lations in English and other languages. Minzu University of China in Beijing used 
to be called the Central University of Nationalities in English. When the name 
was changed many people complained about the fact that non-Chinese speakers 
would not understand the name of the university and that either nationalities or 
ethnicities would be better. However, they missed the point. Neither nationali-
ties nor ethnicities can translate the connotations of the Chinese word 民族. One  
important aspect of this central notion to understand today’s China is its emotional 
trigger. The word Minzu brings to mind the idea of unity in diversity and Chine-
seness, which nationalities and ethnicities do not in the English language. This 
is a good example of the need to rethink the use of terms in English as a global 
language to strengthen the possibility to ‘do’ interculturality. The use of a foreign 
word should (and most likely will) lead to interesting conversations around the 
realities that they refer to. 

Panim or paneh (םינפ) is an old Hebrew word for face(s) but it goes beyond the 
physical face to include the physical and divine whole being represented by the face. 

A translation craves untranslating. 

Any word used to review interculturality in English must be opened up like a Russian 
doll, bearing in mind that some of the wooden dolls might be missing. 
The tonality of our language must be disrupted.

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/Hsh7g35lOw-bgQhUcdywhQ
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/Hsh7g35lOw-bgQhUcdywhQ
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The issue of re-connoting words in English as a global language or in other 
languages, i.e. making sure their potentially different flavours are not lost in 
translation, relates to the idea of tonality from music, which we have discussed 
in chapter 2. The word tone is from Greek tonos for vocal pitch, raising of voice, 
accent and relates to the Proto-Indo-European root for to stretch. Unsettling our 
own (limited) tonality is a necessity to make interculturality as change happen. 
The awareness of other tonalities of words and the renegotiation of words should 
help us get closer to each other – instead of keeping us apart. The more I try to 
understand the tonality of other languages the more I can try to change with the 
other. 

While speaking to a group of French students, I can feel that we non-communicate 
around interculturality. I don’t understand what they are saying (culture… culture… 
culture…) and they don’t understand what I am saying (culture, culture, culture). 

If we do not understand others’ positions on interculturality in a given language 
(e.g. English as a global language), depending on their symbolic power from the 
outset (admired/looked down upon), we will evaluate them according to our own 
standards. For example, the constant and problematic use of the ideas of ‘cultivating 
talent’ and ‘new era’ in English by some Chinese might lead to misunderstanding, 
non-understanding and even distrust with people from outside China… When people 
don’t understand, they might think they are too stupid/clever for the other, and thus 
adopt an elevated or inferior position. 
Translate together ad infinitum! 

Read the same things in different languages to reflect on the political decisions made 
by the translator. 

Like interculturality, the process of translating is always political. It involves 
making decisions about the way we re-connect, re-connote and re-represent things 
with another language. Different translations might differ immensely and provide 
us with different views on a similar issue. 

Interculturality as malaproprisms. 

Malapropos is from French for inopportunely, inappropriately (mal = badly; 
proposer = to propose, to suggest). Malaproprisms are misused and misapplied 
words. The word is based on a play from Sheridan (2004) whose main character 
is called Mrs. Malaprop who uses ‘large’ words to impress her interlocutors but 
misuses these wrong forms and makes a fool of herself. By not paying attention 
to the connotations of words when speaking about interculturality in research and 
education, we turn interculturality into malaproprisms. 

Following Canetti (2021: 99), we should take the task of translating and digging 
into the complexity of words with a positive attitude because ‘some words are 
so manifold in meaning that merely to have known them makes having lived 
worthwhile’.
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Umberto Eco (2007): It would be more proper to talk of a world-for-world translation 
rather than a word-for-word one. 
Working on interculturality by paying attention to language requires to be like a 
palaeontologist. 

Etymology, the branch of linguistics interested in the origins and histories of 
words, is central to ‘doing’ interculturality as an object of research and education. 
It can help us ‘dig into’ the complexity of words and compare their past and 
present connotations. The word etymology comes from Greek etymologia for the 
analysis of a word to find its true origin, with etymon meaning true sense, original 
meaning. It is based on the Proto-Indo-European for to be stable. 

The word foreign in English comes from old French forain, which used to refer to 
the ‘outside’, ‘out’, ‘remote’ but also ‘strange’. Today, the French word refers to 
a fairground entertainer or a stallholder. The English word took its current form 
through the influence of the word sovereign when nation states were created. So, the 
solidification of the national led to the birth of the foreign in English. Finally, the 
original English word for foreign was Fremd, which is still used in German today. 
The foreign was ‘swallowed’ by French in English (forain in the past), while it was 
‘vomited’ from its original form (foreign today). 
Words are like history books and encyclopaedias. 
The phrase language massaging could be used to described historical and multilin-
gual shifts in connotations of words. I massage words into change. The change must 
be made clear in interculturality to avoid illusionary understanding. 

With an unfamiliar acquaintance in a car. 

Sitting next to each other. 

No common language to speak. 

15 Minutes 

What is she thinking? 

Is she also embarrassed and/or not care? 

What would we be discussing if we could speak to each other? 

Language, Money and Politics 
Like any aspect of sociality, the topic of language in interculturality cannot but be 
related to that of money and politics. The following fragments reveal some of their 
aspects and urge us to systematically ponder over their links. 
Bibliographic references in one or two languages is just laziness when working on 
interculturality. This is also a political act. 

When I started my career I remember one student reacting strongly to one of my 
suggestions for improving her Master’s thesis, which she had written in French: 
include and use references in multiple languages since you can speak at least five 
different languages. She was shocked. ‘But we have been told only to use French 
references!’. Since that moment I made it my duty to urge every single student 
to explore, use and integrate references in all the languages that they can read.
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Rereading recently all the PhD reviews that I have written over the years, I noted 
that this is a comment that I include systematically. The lack of (meaningful, 
not just decorative) multilingual references is somewhat appalling. I remember 
one specific PhD defence in Sweden. The candidate was from Mainland China, 
his supervisor was from Germany. The work, which was about Chinese Minzu 
education, contained mostly references from the USA, none from China, and none 
from Sweden. The student had thus transposed his mind to a limited geopolitical 
and intellectual sphere (the USA), to deal with another context (China) and had 
no awareness of the way Swedish colleagues had dealt with the topic that he was 
researching (‘diversity’ in education). 

This lack of linguistic diversity – and thus potential epistemological diversity – is 
also political. Dealing with diversity and interculturality in education requires 
an awareness of the many and varied economic–political influences on what 
researchers and educators think and write about. Merely transposing knowledge 
from the USA to the Chinese context from a Nordic country is a political move – 
although most of us will not see it as political. What this means here is that a 
choice (I am hoping it was not a conscious choice!) was made to exploit specific 
ideologies from North America to examine another context, via a detour from 
another economic–political space. 

A cliché: language is politics. 

A lie: ‘My students just learn the language. There is no politics’. 

On WeChat, a student shows off ‘cultural and linguistic diversity’ from his school 
by including a picture of a blackboard with different words and phrases in different 
languages. One of the included phrases is a nazi salute… I tell him. He removes it, 
shocked at the ‘mistake’ he made. I wonder if the person who included this salute 
was even aware of its meaning or if it is just ignorance. 
There is no indication of gender in Finnish pronouns (he/she/it…). So why include 
English ones in e-mail signatures (as in: today I am she, her, hers)? 

In 2020 the trend of adding one’s preferred gender/s in email signatures started 
to spread from the USA to many parts of the world. In the Finnish language 
there are no gendered pronouns (everyone is hän; sometimes people use the 
neutral se (it), used for objects, to refer to people too) but some Finns have started 
inserting the English sentence from the fragment in their e-mails. These are obvi-
ously people who work with people from other countries. The English language 
forces others to reconsider language, identity and interculturality, through specific 
identity politics. 

Linguistic citizenship. 

Translanguaging. 

Global litany. 

Global academic fashion show. 

This season.
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Every now and then, popular ‘concepts’ or ‘notions’ pop up in research and 
education and spread like fire to global contexts, especially when proposed by the 
‘West’. The two ideas of linguistic citizenship and translanguaging in the fragment 
are now omnipresent to discuss language and interculturality, although it is rarely 
mentioned in conjunction with them. On translanguaging I recommend Otcu-
Grillman & Borjian (eds., 2022) where they introduce the work of Ofelia García on 
the notion. For the editors, translanguaging aims ‘to remake multilingualism in the 
service of linguistic equality, justice, pluralism, diversity and inclusion in schools 
and societies worldwide’ (ibid.). I have read many articles with these words in 
the title but scholars not positioning their own understanding of the words, just 
making them appear empty – but much needed since they are everywhere. There 
is a danger in creating research and education that just recycle terms, ideologies, 
theories, but not problematize them, or give them real complex, contextualized 
and multilingually-aware connotations and meanings. They become part of the 
global order to use the same language, which, by the end of the day, destroys 
research and education. No one knows what we are talking about anymore. 

When someone throws something that sounds like a ‘Western’ ideology at us in 
English, do they do it because they think this is what we are expecting from them or 
because they have been brainwashed about and by the ‘West’? Or both? 

In a course in 2021 I asked a group of Chinese students to reflect on the notion 
of childhood and to put on a large piece of paper the result of their discussion. 
I wrote this fragment after realizing that what the group had written about in

Illustration 8.1 Childhood 
poster
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English, was not what they would have written should they have explained in 
Chinese. When we discussed the poster (Illustration 8.1) it became clear that they 
had used different ideologies in the English language (they did the exercise in 
the language) and that the shared Chinese societal views on childhood differed 
somehow (for example in the use of age range and categories to determine, e.g., 
toddlers, children, teenagers, etc.). What the students did was to ‘move’ closer to 
what they expected me to hear from them, and left aside the ideologies that they 
had been fed with in their own context. I pondered about this event for a while and 
wondered if my Finnish students would do the same when navigating between 
English/Finnish or Swedish.

Language is money. Language is an investment. Language is too expensive. 
SALE 

Although we know that language matters and that we should explore its richness in 
different languages and dialects to make, e.g., interculturality an ever-rewarding 
phenomenon and object of research and education, as asserted before, it is often 
neglected, left aside, hoping that English as a global language will do the trick 
or online translators. Although I feel grateful that we can use English and AI 
translators we still need to spend time reflecting on language use, translation, 
renegotiation and re-introducing words into other contexts. 

The misuse of English contributes to the abuse of the other. 

Not taking into account the richness of languages (especially the multiple conno-
tations they infuse into words) can add to power differentials, looking down upon 
the other and abusing them. We must build up curiosity for Englishes! In my work 
with Chinese colleagues and friends, we have explored nearly systematically most 
important words that we use together in English, so as to make sure that we are 
more or less on the same wavelength. We have discovered for example that the 
following words do not connote the same and thus need to be renegotiated in the 
English language (in alphabetical order): hometown (in Chinese refers to the place 
where family belongs, at least three generations), myth (in Chinese the word does 
not seem to be used to refer to, e.g., fake news), to play (in Chinese, the word is 
used to refer to any activity that does not involve work for adults), propaganda 
(in Chinese the word means information, publicity), religion (in Chinese, the 
difference with superstition may not be clear to all), rhetoric, sage (many Chinese 
seem to include Jesus and Plato in the category of this word; ‘Westerners’ include 
Confucius, whom most Chinese would most likely not include), tool (in Chinese 
the word can have a more ‘technological’ connotation, not just mere mechanical 
device), uncle (in Chinese it can be used to refer to any (unknown) older man). 

Question from a student: ‘when you communicate with a stranger, is it better to 
express your thoughts truthfully or to use polite language?’. 
Politeness unmasked as a lie. 

This question was asked by a Chinese student who had no international experience 
and had never used English orally with foreigners. What the question means is:
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should we be honest/direct with foreigners or be indirect/lie (‘polite language’)? 
The question of politeness is important here since we often have the impression 
that some peoples are politer than others. For example, Americans, Brits and 
Japanese people are often said to be polite. This imaginary is based on discursive 
and ‘actional’ use of politeness (bows, ‘thank you’ repeated profusely, ‘how are 
you?’ asked systematically…). But is this politeness in its deepest sense, i.e. 
honest care for the other or co-performance? Does asking ‘how are you?’, when 
the expected answer might just be a ‘I’m good’, better than keeping silent and 
respecting the privacy of others – no need to engage so much? I would add a 
third option to the student’s question: ‘when you communicate with a stranger, 
is it better to express your thoughts truthfully, to use polite language or to allow 
for silence?’. All these three options are political decisions and should be treated 
as such. At times one of these will fit a context and a conversation best, at other 
times they won’t. 

Translanguaging as a colonizing concept. 

Decolonizing requires discarding translanguaging-as-doxa. 

Naming someone a native or non-native speaker is a form of unspoken racism. 

Or linguism. 

Myths 

The word myth in English comes from Greek mythos for speech, thought, word, 
discourse, conversation but also story, saga, tale, myth, anything delivered by word 
of mouth (see Lévi-Strauss, 1978). Its meaning as untrue story, rumour is from the 
end of the nineteenth century in English. In this section I have collected fragments 
that point at myths about language in interculturality. 

No language belongs to me. I (re-)shape languages with people I interact with – if I 
renegotiate meanings and flavours of the words I use, that is. 

Discourses on discourses on discourses on discourses on discourses on discourses 
on discourses on discourses on discourses on discourses on discourses on discourses 
on discourses on discourses on discourses on discourses on discourses on discourses 
on. 

…………………………………………………………… 

Realities have vanished. 

This fragment was written as a self-reminder. I have paid attention to discourse 
since the beginning of my career, having been trained as a discourse analysist. 
Sharpening my ‘eyes’ and ‘ears’ through this approach, I have been infected by 
(nearly systematic) disbelief in what people say since I know that a piece of 
discourse is a ‘dire-vrai’ rather than a truth, and that my presence with the other 
leads to us adapting to a given situation and thus potentially ‘inventing’ realities. 
However, there are still realities out there, that need to be taken for what they 
are…
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‘In what language do you dream?’. 

The non-question. 

‘What are your dreams?’. 

Better. 

‘What language do you dream in, Fred? 

– I don’t know. I never remember (and don’t want to remember) my dreams. Actually, 
I think I dream in languages that I don’t speak, sometimes. 

– How about when you think: in what languages? 
– Sorry to disappoint you, I don’t know. I mix languages in my head. I read and 

write in different languages so I suppose they form together some sort of unit-less 
patchwork when I think. 

– You have lived in different countries, do you think that your culture is British, 
Chinese, Finnish or French? 

– Sorry again but I cannot answer this question. I don’t know. I could give you an 
answer [between us] but I know that this answer will change when I speak to other 
people. It depends on who we are as interlocutors. Cultures are like my dreams: 
I don’t remember what they are about, who is in them, what language(s) we use 
and what we do together. Cultures lose their plots’. 

I dream of interculturality as dreams where our sense of categories gets confused. 

The questions from this fragment and the previous ones have been amply 
discussed. However, it is important to come back to them again and again. The 
main issue in these questions is the systematic use of singular forms of the words 
(language, culture), as if one only was possible. We need to pluralise the questions 
we ask in interculturality, this could help us think beyond the essence, the single. 
A few days ago, I heard a foreign national who lives in Finland complain about 
the fact that people always ask her how long she has been studying Finnish. 
She explained that she was tired of this question because it assumed that 1. The 
only way she could learn the language was in a classroom, 2. The acquisition of 
language had a concrete beginning and end. 

Am I a different person when I speak different languages? 

Who can say? 

Aren’t I different every time I speak – even in the same language? 

8.2 Reflections Based on More Chinese Words 

Confronted by the Chinese language in my work for several years now, nearly every 
single word, idiom and phrase has been a lesson for reflecting on interculturality. In
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this section, I discuss more of these to show how one can enrich one’s intercultural 
thinking through engagement with different languages. 

Giving meaning to ‘Chinese’ characteristics in research does not necessarily mean 
to essentialize them but to give space to ideas that might be different and/or similar. 
They might help us move forward together in relation to interculturality. 

Digging into words, phrases and idioms from Chinese to examine what they can 
potentially tell us about interculturality could be seen as an essentializing activity, 
turning the language into an indicator of difference (only), see an exoticizing tool. 
However, opening up Chinese characters, going back to their original meanings 
and the change that they have experienced is enriching to both understand why 
things might be different and similar but also to reflect on ‘our’ own ways of 
thinking about specific aspects of interculturality. When this is done with people 
who know Chinese (‘(non-)natives’), exploring the complexities of our ideologies 
about the notion cannot but make us get closer to each other. 

Back to a print of Wang Maigan (1921–2002), which was mentioned in chapter 1: 
three people reading a book with the Chinese words ‘学文化’ printed on the 
cover. Mistranslated as ‘learning culture’. Different possible translations by Chinese 
friends and colleagues: Getting educated, Chinese literacy, learning how to read, 
Technological education. 
Culture gone. 
The word exotic flavours my mind, my expectations before an encounter, before a 
place, before eating some food. 
The Chinese word, no aroma. 

The word exotic in English has a special connotation today. Although it origi-
nally referred to belonging to another country, it now triggers different images in 
our heads, from a sunny place with palm trees to anything that might be from a 
faraway place and look special and/or alien. The word comes from Greek exotikos 
for foreign and from the outside. Labelling things, plants, people or behaviours 
as exotic is always a viewpoint and depends on the eyes of the beholder. One of 
my students from Brazil told me once how her country was labelled as ‘exotic’ 
by a Finnish professor, and how the same professor had looked stunned when 
she told him that Finland is an ‘exotic’ place to her. In Chinese exotic is 异国情 
调 (yìguó qíngdiào) and contains characters for different, country, sentiment and 
melody/tune. The word does not seem to have the same ‘essentializing’ connota-
tions as the English word but refers simply to a different place/country. However, 
some Chinese acquaintances told me that the word in Chinese can bring to mind 
similar feelings as exoticism in English…
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Seeing the words ‘national’ and ‘nationality’ being used systematically in Global 
English to refer to ‘Minzu’ makes me lose sense of what the ‘national’ means. 
Retranslation is indispensable. Un-westernizing the world needed! 

‘What’s his first name?

- He has none!

- Is that even possible? I’ll put down N/A for his first name’. 
Prof. N/A Stranger. 

One of my Chinese colleagues does not have a first name, officially, just a surname. 
When we published together, the librarian of my university was confused by this 
and added N/A (Not Applicable) to indicate the absence of a first name. I realized 
later on that, in bibliographies, my colleague’s reference appears as SURNAME, 
N/A. Many such specificities exist in the world and we need to 1. Be aware of 
these phenomena, 2. Accept them and 3. Find ways of including them into the 
‘system’ that we have created. 

Most Chinese characters are polysemic. In many cases, their polysemy hints at 
interesting combinations and at times what could be described as contradictions 
that can support us in rethinking aspects of interculturality. This is the case of the 
three words contained in the following fragments: 

In Chinese the character for to move (移, yí) also refers to change. 
Change triggered by movement. 
Music and happiness share the same character in Chinese—but are pronounced 
differently. More music please, to satisfy current global calls for happiness! 

In Chinese, the word for music is 音乐 (yı̄nyuè), the first character stands for 
sound, tone, noise and the second one for fun, happy, laugh. 

The Chinese character zhuang (装) refers to both outfit/clothing/dressing up and 
pretending/covering up. 
Clothes as masks. 
In the word for hospitality (热情好客, Rèqíng hàokè) in Chinese, the focus is on 
treating the guest well, with power in the hand of the host—money, fund, taking 
care of expenses. In English the word hospitality hints at both guest and host in its 
etymology: Latin hospes refers to guest/host. 
Family in Chinese (家庭, Jiātíng) translates as ‘home-people’. Family is home. 
In English, the word family first referred to servants of a household. While the Latin 
word familus, which gave it its current form, meant servant/slave, domus, the house, 
referred to parents with their children. Later on, family became today’s family in 
English in the 1660 s. The permanent insider–outsider (servants) gave it its name. 

The more I scrutinize Chinese words, the more English words run away from me. 

[Pause and Questions] 
I hope that this chapter has convinced you my readers of the importance to take 
language systematically into account when dealing with interculturality, especially



8.2 Reflections Based on More Chinese Words 131

to treat the notion through the prism of politics. Translating is central to this important 
issue and recommended as a starting point for discussing with the other. The same 
applies to etymological work, whereby we can consider words like history books and 
encyclopaedias, and thus enrich our understanding of interculturality ad infinitum. 
Many fragments suggest the following processes to be perform with the other: 

• Run away from malaproprisms; 
• Pay attention to the potential misuse of the English language; 
• Pluralize the questions we ask in intercultural contexts; 
• Re-connote words to re-connect and re-act; 
• Translate translations; 
• Translate together again and again; 
• Re-shape languages/the way we talk together. 

Many more issues and questions can be considered about language in intercultur-
ality. To finish the chapter I suggest focusing on the following questions: 

• How do you feel when you hear the word ‘translation’? What images come to 
mind? 

• One of the fragments asserts that ‘translation is the staple of interculturality’. Do 
you dis-/agree? 

• What words from languages other than English would deserve to be integrated in 
the global language to talk about interculturality (suggested in the chapter: Minzu 
for ‘ethnic’ in Chinese)? 

• Have you come across translations of words in the language(s) that you know 
which left you perplexed? Explain. 

• Think of a term that you think would describe well certain aspects of intercultur-
ality but that is not currently used in research and education. 

• What ‘trendy’ terms in discussing interculturality in research and education would 
you like to see disappear? Explain why. 

• ‘The more I scrutinize Chinese words, the more English words run away from 
me’: what about you when you reflect on multilingual words? 

• Try to recall a situation where you had no language in common with an inter-
locutor. What happened? What thoughts crossed your mind during the encounter? 
What about your interlocutor (speculate)? 

• In writing a paper on interculturality, have you ever made use of references in 
different languages? How did you come across these references? What was the 
added value of including them? 

• What space do you give to silence in your everyday life? How in-/tolerant are you 
of quietness? 

• Make a list of words and phrases that you have co-created with others and only 
use with them. Describe the process of creating and using them. 

• How often have you been asked or asked others in what language(s) you/they 
dream? What do you make of this question?
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• ‘I dream of interculturality as dreams where our sense of categories gets confused’. 
Reflecting on language and interculturality how do you interpret this ‘dream’ of 
mine. 
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Chapter 9 
Researching Interculturality Otherwise 

Abstract The chapter suggests to be vigilant with the way research we produce 
on interculturality is done, and never to be satisfied and/or overly confident about 
it. Several critical aspects of researching interculturality are tackled: revising the 
said boundary between objectivity/subjectivity; treating every situation of research 
as intercultural too and taking into account the centrality of co-change; listening to 
silences in research, i.e. what is unsaid in the said; becoming aware of and acting 
upon the fact that the political always influences research on interculturality (e.g. 
who is urging who to speak about interculturality, how and why?); and letting those 
with whom we disagree in research speak. 

In this last chapter, I tackle the issue of researching interculturality. The notion is 
central in many different subfields of the human and social sciences, and as asserted 
in the introduction and first chapter, it can also ‘conceal’ (as a potential synonym) 
under other labels such as multicultural, crosscultural, transcultural and even global 
(see, e.g., Ladson-Billings, 2021; Mugford, 2021; Sakamoto, 2021). Most of the 
research on interculturality is qualitative, scholars using different methods to collect 
and analyse their data. Depending on the ideological stance (e.g. non-essentialism, 
critical race theory, culturalism, often embedded, underground, in political discus-
sions), aspects of the studies will function differently and thus provide many and 
varied outcomes in terms of analysis, interpretations, recommendations and theoret-
ical and conceptual advancements. The following fragments help us reflect on certain 
aspects of researching interculturality, pushing us to think beyond the ‘usual’ and 
‘accepted’. 

9.1 Principles 

There is no grand finale in research. There is no fulfilment in research. Research is 
an eternal pursuit.
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This first fragment is a good reminder to those of us who produce research and 
write extensively about interculturality: there is no end to it. We should never be 
satisfied with what we have ‘produced’ and fight on, unthinking and rethinking 
what we have found and discussed in our work, taking into account what our 
research participants have shared with us, engage with scholars from other parts 
of the world and other fields, and if possible, with decision-makers and the media, 
about our input, with an aim to bring change to it. Interculturality in research 
should be treated interculturally and with the idea of change in mind. This also 
requires endless reflexivity on the concepts, notions, analytical tools that we use, 
drawing conclusions and taking action for future research, again and again. 

Attach importance to silence in what you read. 

Discourse—what and how people utter something—does not necessarily reflect 
truth but a truth, a ‘vrai-dire’, co-constructed with others when we interact with 
them (see Angermuller, 2015). When, e.g., reading through data, instead of taking 
what research participants say at face value, we must listen to their silences—i.e. 
what is unsaid in the said. As a reminder, when we speak to each other, my 
questions influence the way my interlocutor deals with a specific topic, what they 
introduce to provide an answer to my questions, what they might silence and how, 
at times, they contradict themselves. Although I have focused on data analysis 
and interpretation here, when reading a book or an article, I should also reflect on 
the principle from this fragment: from which perspective is the author talking? 
What is it that they are not telling me? What ‘silenced’ elements would be needed 
to make full sense of what they are writing about? 

(Fragment from my review of a paper on Minzu education) “About the interview 
excerpts included in the analysis: Were the interviews done in Chinese, English 
and/or Mongolian? Who translated them? What problems did you encounter when 
you translated them? Which words and phrases were not easy to translate? I would 
need some systematic information about these since they have an influence on the 
analysis”. 

(Fragment from another review of a paper on Minzu education) “in what language(s) 
were the data collected? Did the authors use other Chinese Minzu languages? What 
influence did the choice of language might have on the data? Are the authors them-
selves members of a Chinese Minzu group or from outside China? If the paper is based 
on principles of ethnography—which requires systematic reflexivity—this aspect is 
lacking. Another aspect missing is the fact that we are never told what questions were 
asked to the participants—we only get the participants’ ‘answers’… this should be 
revised for transparency sake.” 

We have discussed the role of language in interculturality as co-change in Chap. 8. 
The two previous fragments are taken from my reviews of research papers on 
Chinese Minzu education (in English). What surprises me in most papers and/or 
Ph.D. studies that I review is the systematic exclusion of ‘language’ in analyses of 
data. We are rarely told in which language(s) a specific set of data was collected;
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if translated (often there is not even any indication that the data was translated 
from one language into another), the translating work is also rarely problematized. 
However, we know that the use of specific words, phrases and idioms in research 
data does matter and is pivotal in meaning-making. A word instead of another 
one can make a difference and change the direction of analysis and interpretation. 
So, we must be transparent about language politics in researching interculturality. 
Every single word, uttered verbatim, in a given language or translated, must be 
treated as an important piece of jewellery! 

Quality masquerading as quantity. 

Quantity camouflaged as quality. 

The debate about qualitative and quantitative studies (and the border between) 
has never been of interest to me. I ‘do’ mostly qualitative research, analysing 
discursively interviews, focus groups and ‘texts’. Today, my Ph.D. students all 
have to take courses on quantitative research, where they get trained to use tools 
such as SPSS or Atlas. I am not against, I believe that these can tell us something, 
hint at an interesting element that one might not see qualitatively. However, I do 
not believe that it is enough to dig into the complexities of interculturality. The 
concrete human voice is still needed, in a sense that we need to listen to people, 
to listen to their ‘real’ (transcribed and problematized) voice. I have reviewed and 
read many papers that claim to be ‘qualitative’ but that are based on, at times, 80 
interviews. In a paper of 8000 words, 80 interviews of one hour, that is thousands 
of words. How much of the original voices do we get to hear in their complexities, 
contradictions, corrections, co-constructions with the interviewer in one research 
paper? How many of the 80 interviewees can we hear in a paper? Often, the author 
will ‘sprinkle’ their analysis with a few selected excerpts, where only a ‘slice’ of 
what the interviewee uttered is re-presented, often said to be representative of the 
entire data. But they never are! 
My Ph.D. students often ask me how many interviews or focus groups they should 
use for a paper. There is obviously no standard answer. As a linguistic discourse 
analysist, I know that one could produce a book on just one interview if one anal-
yses in depth how we (the interviewers) and our interviewees construct together 
what we say together, and how we actually change together during interviews. A 
research situation is also intercultural; writing research is intercultural since we 
write about (and sometimes for/against) the other (Krumer-Nevo & Sidi, 2012). 
By not taking this into account we end up othering our research participants—and 
a lot of this is happening in research! 

What is criticality? Someone asked me by email after a talk I gave online. I replied: 
“For me criticality means reflecting openly (in writing or orally) on what I say 
and hear while I am saying and/or hearing it, with others, noting what I perceive 
as contradictions, abuses of power, opportunities to move forward in my thinking. 
These are all based on personal and changeable interests and foci before, during, 
after an interaction with others. Criticality also means to never be satisfied with 
whatever answer I might give to a question or an answer heard from others, knowing
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that I/we must go back to it (together) again and again. There is no end to criticality 
and I assume no real final objective. I cannot claim, one day, that I am ready, I 
have reached a level of criticality that cannot be surpassed. Finally, criticality and 
reflexivity cannot be separated, I think. They also go hand in hand with identity since 
they cannot be done without others. The way I am critical and reflexive with others 
also has to do with how I identify in front of them and with them.” 

While rereading this fragment I am reminded of the fact that we should never 
consider our ‘own’ definition of criticality (I put own between inverted commas 
since it never really is when one considers the influence of former teachers, 
colleagues and our reading on us) to be the other’s. Since it is a fluid object 
used globally, but rarely defined, one can never be sure that we co-understand it 
the same way. My criticality is not your criticality and the more we talk about our 
own understanding of the concept, the closer we can get in co-performing it. 

Reflexivity as an imposition and a burden: you must be reflexive! 

In this fragment I self-reflected on my (over-)use of the word reflexivity in my 
writing. We all (self-)reflect all the time, even for the tiniest things in our lives. 
Reflexivity is part of our ‘humanity’. Calling for people to self-reflect equals, in 
a sense, reminding them to breathe or to eat. In class, when we ‘accuse’ students 
of lacking reflexivity (and criticality at the same time, the two often go hand in 
hand), are we being fair? In most cases, when students do not voice their (self-) 
reflection, it is not because they have a lack of it but because they might not feel 
the need to voice it, for fear of being ridiculed or because the gist of their (self-) 
reflection is too personal. We should always assume that people (self-)reflect— 
because they do!—and find ways to ‘obtain’ snapshots of their reflexivity in their 
writing or in our lecture halls. 

If someone gives the order ‘you must be reflexive’: 

• Do they assume that they themselves are reflexive and create some sort of reflexive 
hierarchy? 

• Do they believe that some people are not reflexive?—but reflexivity is at the core 
of humanity and human needs. 

• Do we then impose our own vision of reflexivity when the other asks; e.g. how 
could I be reflexive? 

Reflexivity is not uniform. 

Reflexivity can be voiced/unvoiced. 

It can be instant/delayed. 

It can be triggered/urged/forced or ‘natural’, ‘flowing’.
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9.2 Looking into the Mirror 

“He has published 50 Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) papers on interculturality.

- Me: How many new and interesting ideas has he produced?

- Come again?”. 

The photoshopping of academia. 

Futile embellishment. 

Interculturality is a ‘hot’ topic today and many scholars publish papers dealing 
with the notion. The race to publish means that thousands of papers and books on 
interculturality appear every year. We should rejoice but I am not so optimistic 
from a research perspective. An inflation of publications does not always mean 
quality, newness and criticality. Instead of asking people how many articles or 
books they have published on interculturality, maybe we should ask them what 
ideas they have contributed and, also, review their ideological positioning, their 
political affiliations, so that we can be aware of the influence they might have 
on us if we use their work. We must also reflect on these issues about ourselves, 
looking into the mirror too… 

Who generates ethnocentrism (“a kind of ethnic or cultural group egocentrism, which 
involves a belief in the superiority of one’s own group, including its values and 
practices, and often contempt, hatred, and hostility towards those outside the group”, 
Bizumic, 2015: 534)? The one who speaks? The one who is made to speak? The one 
who asks them to speak? The one who analyses what they are made to say? 

In my past research, I have ‘accused’ in/directly my research participants or the 
documents I analysed (thus their authors) to be essentialist, culturalist, ethnocen-
tric, western-centric, etc. But one could say that everybody is some of these. The 
fact that I found people to be these, relates to the questions that I was asking them, 
the positions I pushed down their throat. As an interviewer, I always influence 
what people say or don’t say, the image that they project of themselves (or not). 
What is more, if I don’t pay proper attention to the words that I am analysing (e.g. 
the use of civilization in English by a Chinese), my interpretation of the data, the 
results and conclusions that I draw might be misconstrued. Who is urging who to 
speak, how and why? is the real set of questions I need to bear in mind when I do 
research. 

I give a speech full of European voices (Arendt, Camus) in China. 

Laziness par excellence. 

I am sure that Chinese scholars and thinkers have said something similar while 
different, and different while similar in the past.
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The point of interculturalizing interculturality in research and education is not 
just to decorate what we say with ‘diverse’ voices and faces, but to start from 
them and to go back to the ‘usual’ voices that we had included hitherto. It is not 
about identifying a few tokens that can show our ‘decolonial’ attitude, our open-
mindedness but about disrupting what we accept as the ‘norm’, the ‘best’. Many 
of us think that ‘Westerncentrism’ is about privilege—having the power/right to 
speak for and over others. But the more I think about it, the more I realize that 
those we don’t hear are more privileged since they have access to all kinds of 
knowledge and ideologies that the privileged ‘we’ will never come across. Our 
provincialism reflects our weakness. 
In the talk mentioned in the fragment, adding voices from outside my ‘province’ 
called Europe (Chakrabarty, 2000) which could have provided further ideas and 
arguments to what I was saying, does not mean trying to find a different essence 
to knowledge but to enable a dialogue of ideas so that we can enrich our own 
ways of thinking differilitudely. I do not believe like Canetti (2021: 141) that the 
point of, e.g., including Chinese voices (e.g. ‘Chinese immortals’ for the author), 
is ‘to correct our own’. 

De-subjectivize to be scientific. 

Remove yourself from your research—like a naked turtle. 

Extinction. 

The idea of objectivity is still very much with us in today’s research. This ideology 
also affects research on interculturality. However, when dealing with discourse 
and the way it works with/against action, one cannot take objectivity too seriously 
these days. 

The researcher’s omniscient footprint in their work. 

The researcher makes all the necessary choices in their work. From choosing a 
theory, a specific ideological position, definitions of key concepts and notions, 
analytical tools, they collect their data and influence the participants by their own 
presence, analyse and interpret data and make recommendations. They footprints 
are everywhere, which is a blow to the possibility of objectifying research. 

Researchers: Let research participants scrutinize what they verbalize and what you 
are trying to force them to say! Let them analyse what YOU say! 

The power imbalance between researchers and research participants has been 
discussed umpteen times (e.g. Råheim et al., 2016). We collect ‘their’ data (which 
we often call ‘ours’), filter it through our own frameworks, draw conclusions from 
it and disseminate ‘parts’ of the participants’ experiences and views to the world. 
In order to rebalance this clear act of symbolic violence, asking the participants 
to reflect on, e.g., the interview process (what do they think about the questions 
we asked? What about the research setting? How comfortable did they feel? Is
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there anything they would want to change from the interview?) and on what we, 
as researchers, said/asked during the interview. Once a paper is finalized about 
their data, we have the duty to ask them to read the paper (or we present the 
paper to them) and to get their feedback on what we say about them. As such, the 
participants could produce an analysis of our analysis with and for us! 

I start missing G. Hofstede (1928–2020) and culturalism. 

I start missing the anger and sense of injustice they triggered. 

We all pretend to agree now. Non-essentialism. Non-culturalism. Non-judgmental. 
Non-stereotypical. 

Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, 
Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-, 
Non-, Non-, Non-, Non-

I used to lament against essentialism and culturalism in the past. Today I am tired 
of, e.g., the ideology of non-essentialism, which has become an illusionary order. 
Anything suspiciously culturalist or essentialist (whatever these might mean since 
they are often in the eye of the beholder) is now silenced. Opposed ideologies are 
useful in intercultural research and education since they can allow us to continue 
thinking (against). When we all rehearse the same discourses, the lack of oppo-
sition makes things dull and unchangeable. Thus, we produce together a form of 
interculturality without possible change. 

[Pause and Questions] 
The chapter convinces us that we must be vigilant with the research that we produce on 
interculturality, and never be satisfied and/or overly confident about it. The following 
important elements were discussed: 

• Move away from the dichotomy of qualitative/quantitative research, try different 
things to enrich the way we present, problematize and interpret ideas; 

• In a similar way, revise the ideology of objectivity/subjectivity, the said boundary 
between them and consider them as an endless continuum (I use a ‘contradictory’ 
tautology to emphasize the -ality of interculturality in research); 

• Treat every situation of research as intercultural too and take into account the 
centrality of co-change—the omnipresent and falsely omniscient footprints of the 
researcher must be spotted and questioned: co-work and co-change with others 
in research, participants, students, other scholars; 

• Listen to silences, i.e. what is unsaid in the said; 
• (as asserted in Chap. 7) Focus on language, take it seriously into account in all 

aspects of research; 
• Every single word used to speak and write about interculturality should be treated 

like an expensive piece of jewellery;
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• Politics is always embedded in research and education: become aware of and act 
upon the fact that the political influences us (e.g. who is urging who to speak 
about interculturality, how and why?); 

• Finally let those with whom we disagree speak; let us disagree openly and be 
critical of our egocentric sense of criticality. 

The following questions can support us in thinking further about research and 
interculturality. Although the focus is mostly on academic matters here, we can also 
reflect on education while considering the questions: 

• ‘Research on interculturality is an everlasting pursuit’: What does this mean to 
you? And what conclusions should we draw from this for working on the notion? 

• In a similar vein, what do you make of the argument that ‘Interactions between 
the researcher and their participants also constitute intercultural encounters’? 

• How often do you listen to silence in research? 
• Do you agree with the assumption that we are ALL critical and reflexive? What 

do these two terms mean to you? And how much have you been influenced by 
others in the way you understand them? In other words, whose ‘definitions’ of 
criticality and reflexivity do you follow? 

• Do you think that knowing something ‘personal’ about scholars matters when 
working with their ideas? Take your favourite scholar of interculturality. What do 
you know about them beyond the academic? Is there anything about their personal 
and political backgrounds and affiliations that might influence the way they talk 
about and deal with interculturality? 

• How could we limit our influences on research participants? In other words, should 
we try to reduce the researcher’s footprints? Or is it something that we should just 
accept and move on? 

• Have you ever included your research participants in the process of producing 
research on interculturality, beyond, e.g., ‘using’ them for obtaining data? 
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Chapter 10 
Coda 

Abstract The coda summarizes the main points made in the fragments and their 
commentaries by listing four basic principles about interculturality: interculturality is 
about humanity first and foremost; interculturality does not make us meet the other 
but it makes us co-change; interculturality as an object of research and education 
is polymorphic and must always be considered as such; avoiding perspectives that 
make the notion meaningless, doxic, purely decorative and worthless for education 
should be a priority. The book concludes with a recommendation: making a habit 
of writing fragment about interculturality as a way of expanding our thoughts about 
and engagement with such a complex notion. 

At the end of December 2021, a colleague of mine shared pictures from a fascinating 
exhibition that they had visited at the National Museum of China (Beijing). The 
exhibition was entitled Ancient Chinese Food Culture (see https://www.chnmuseum. 
cn/portals/0/web/zt/202112yswhz/). The pictures of two posters showing the global 
movement of food items and their ‘arrival’ in China retained my attention. Although 
the message of the posters will sound a bit cliché, it is a good reminder to intercul-
turalists. The posters show, for instance, that the cucumber, which came originally 
from India, was introduced in China during the Western Han Dynasty (202 BCE-8 
CE); garlic, originally from Central Asia and the Mediterranean Coast, began to be 
cultivated during the Chinese Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220 CE) and the carrot, orig-
inally from Northern Europe, came to China during the Yuan Dynasty (1271–1368). 
The movement of these food items (seeds) did happen mostly through the mobility 
of people, who came face-to-face with each other. Interculturality has been with us 
since the beginning of times… we must always bear that in mind, instead of fanta-
sizing about our ‘era’ being the only era of intercultural encounters. Many of the 
fragments contained in this book remind us of this important fact. They also often 
urge us to look into our history (e.g. etymology of words) to unthink and rethink 
interculturality. 

This book of fragments has many messages about interculturality and is embedded 
in a series of single-authored and co-written books. When philosopher Vladimir 
Jankélévitch was asked by a journalist what the use of philosophers was, he replied 
‘nothing’ (Legendre, 2015). This ironic answer was meant to send an important

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2022 
F. Dervin, Interculturality in Fragments, Encounters between East and West, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-5383-5_10 

143

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-19-5383-5_10\&domain=pdf
https://www.chnmuseum.cn/portals/0/web/zt/202112yswhz/
https://www.chnmuseum.cn/portals/0/web/zt/202112yswhz/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-5383-5_10


144 10 Coda

message: do not try to find anything ‘solid’, ‘static’ or well-formed answers to your 
questions in what philosophers say. Instead, use the opportunities that they offer 
to think further, again and again, ad nauseam. Likewise, the fragments and accom-
panying texts here are not meant to be used as ‘orders’, ‘truths’, ‘right and only 
answers’. Although many are formulated in a somewhat commanding tone (‘should’, 
‘must’…), consider the fragments as ways of thinking further, as notes for interro-
gating interculturality. Disagreeing with what they ‘preach’ is part of the process of 
reflecting on the notion. 

Writing the two adverbs again and again and ad nauseam above, I need to stop for 
a moment and reflect. I have used again and again repeatedly in the fragments and 
accompanying texts, highlighting the need to continue to unthink, rethink and unthink 
again. Although ad nauseam might sound negative here (Latin for to a sickening or 
disgusting degree), the adverb complements well this endless process. I must suffer 
somehow, get headaches and stomach aches, never be fully satisfied about the way 
I construct and deal with interculturality with the other. Interculturality should give 
us the impression that we are constantly walking on moving sand together with the 
other, reaching temporary solid patches where we can stand firmly for a short time, 
but, quickly, we have to step forward and backwards to start moving through the sand 
again. 

There are similarities and differences in what the fragments say about intercul-
turality. There also appear to be basic principles found throughout: 

1. Jankélévitch (2003) helps me open up the first principle when he claims (iron-
ically again!) that he prefers the piano to music, should he choose between the 
two. If music is humanity and the piano interculturality, then one can easily 
see that these two are inseparable. Interculturality is about humanity first and 
foremost—and vice versa. The dichotomy interculturality and something else 
concerning social beings deserves to be questioned again and again. 

2. The second principle relates to what interculturality does to us. As such, as 
asserted in many fragments, it does not make us meet the other but it makes us 
co-change. The idea of change is found throughout the book, or more precisely 
co-change—me + you, us together. Together we form some sort of indivisible 
halo, a luminous ring of light. I am part of this light of togetherness, as much 
as you are, and as much as the context where we meet is. Trying to break down 
this halo is unattainable. The inter- of interculturality is always there, it forms 
the halo that surrounds us. There is no winner, no loser; no one is more or less 
competent than the other; we are all in this together, we influence each other and 
we co-change. 

3. In his Persian Letters (2008) Montesquieu presents the supposed correspondence 
of Persian visitors to France, through which he satirizes French society and the 
church. At the beginning of the book (2008: 522), one of the Persians asserts: 
‘We were born in a prosperous realm, but did not believe its boundaries should 
be the boundaries of our knowledge, and that the light of the Orient need be the 
only light to illuminate our path’. In Letter 58 (Montesquieu, 2008: 1784), one 
of the travellers, Rica, writes to his traveling companion (Usbek): ‘It has been
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quite correctly observed that if triangles were to make themselves a god, they 
would give him three sides’. These are relevant cues for interculturality. One 
important principle concerning the notion as an object of research and education 
is that interculturality is always polymorphic and must always be considered as 
such. Interculturality can thus appear under different guises to different people. 
As a consequence, the ways we see, observe, discuss, examine, analyse, interpret 
interculturality always depend on our ideologisms—i.e. orders and beliefs about 
the notion passed onto us by different actors, which we advocate as the only 
‘truth’. Asserting that ‘our’ views on the notion are at the centre, goes again the 
principle of change and is not intercultural. Approaching interculturality thus 
requires moving away from the ideas we are trapped in. Even ‘ruptures’ such 
as (self-proclaimed) critical interculturality deserve to be unthought together 
with others (e.g. non-essentialism, culturalism, cultural appropriation). When 
considering other intercultural ideologisms, we could also try to avoid stringing 
beads of stereotypes about them (e.g. intercultural vs. multicultural; transcul-
tural; Minzu) and to listen to these voices carefully. Recently I came across an 
interesting translation of a Chinese slogan, which can help us dig deeper into 
this issue. On my WeChat line, I saw an ad for a mall in Beijing which read: 矛 
盾生万象 (Máodùn shēng wànxiàng). A sentence in English was added below 
the Chinese: From diversity, a new energy—which could hint at interculturality. 
After checking the Chinese slogan, I realized that the English word diversity 
did not necessarily translate well the idea contained in the first two charac-
ters of the slogan (矛盾). 矛盾 (máo dùn) can mean contradictions, conflicting 
views, inconsistencies, tensions, ambivalence and even dialectics. The character 
矛 (máo) refers to a spear, lance, pike and has a pictographic of a spear pointed 
up and to the right; 盾 (dùn) is a shield in English and has an ideographic of 
an eye peering from behind a shield. The word in the English translation, diver-
sity, does not really connote the same and is more politically correct (see Wood, 
2003). By checking the Chinese term, the meaning of the slogan is richer and 
adds interesting elements to the notion of interculturality/diversity: through the 
contradictions, conflicting views, inconsistencies, tensions, ambivalence that the 
notion triggers, we can get ‘new energy’. 

4. Probably the most important principle for interculturality is to run away from 
perspectives that make it meaningless, doxic, purely decorative – and thus worth-
less for education. The Chinese phrase 废话文学 (fèihuà wénxué), which trans-
lates as nonsense or superfluous literature, is valuable to make sense of this 
principle. This phrase refers to saying something yet seemingly saying nothing. 
A good example of 废话文学 is ‘听君一席话, 如听一席话’ (tı̄ng jūn yì xí huà, 
rú tı̄ng yì xí huà), which could translate as hearing a single speech from you 
is like hearing a speech. This kind of nonsense and empty discourse is often 
heard in research and education about interculturality. In order for us to move 
forward with interculturality, we need to deconstruct such meaninglessness, we 
must un-name and un-border it in order to give it a meaningful (and yet uncount-
able) number of meanings and connotations. Silence also matters here. Following 
Canetti (2021: 99): ‘Let all others speak; but you yourself refrain: your words
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rob people of their shape. Your enthusiasm blurs their outlines; when you speak, 
they no longer know themselves; they become you’. 

To conclude the book, I would like to suggest making a habit of writing fragments 
about interculturality as a way of expanding our thoughts about and engagement with 
such a complex notion. Writing about interculturality in, e.g., research often limits the 
way we think and present our ideas, as well as opportunities for creativity. We follow 
patterns and models and are forced into adopting certain frames for expressing our 
ideas. I believe that fragments about interculturality, and the thinking that goes with 
them, could help us work towards a richer form of interculturology, considering the 
notion as a multifaceted form of knowledge. Fragments can help us paint a picture 
with a brush in each hand at the same time (in Chinese: 双管齐下, shuāngguǎnqíxià); 
i.e. there is not necessarily only one way of understanding and considering intercul-
turality. Fragments can also help us explore the contradictions, conflicting views and 
tensions that we face when we engage with the notion. Finally, writing fragments 
about interculturality could help us observe our own sentiments, deep feelings, aston-
ishments about experiencing, researching and/or educating/being educated about 
interculturality. 

In brief, fragment writing about interculturality could include the following steps: 

• Start your fragments from what you think the notion is not (examples from my 
fragments: provincialism, orthodoxy, bureaucracy, fetish). Read your fragments 
again and again, reformulate them, modify them. 

• Ask multiple questions without looking for static answers (examples from my 
fragments: How could we un-map the world together? How could we think 
against ourselves? How could we face a (potential) crisis together? How could 
we (genuinely) feel that we belong together?). 

• As a central aspect of interculturality as a phenomenon and object of research and 
education, pondering over language use should feed in fragments. Paying attention 
to the potential misuse of the English language and translating translations again 
and again can be inspiring for fragment writing. 

• Use OHO moments systematically as stimuli for your fragments. 
• Write your fragments around metaphors to describe the complexity of intercul-

turality (examples from my fragments: Endless labyrinth, octopus, vivisection, 
janitor). 

• Work from coincidentia oppositorum (the unity of opposites). 
• Interrogate yourself as to why you wrote them the way they are at moment X and 

how you would potentially change them at moment Y. 
• Use your fragments to reflect on interculturality with other people. 

For a decade I have criticized the lack of creativity and originality in the way we 
problematize and work with interculturality in research and education. Fragments, if 
written frequently and often reflected upon, can trigger an ‘avalanche’ of ideas that 
can help us think otherwise and identify problems with the way interculturality is 
used, misused and abused in today’s world. Although many fragments will be most 
likely discarded, letting our heart and soul speak for themselves about the notion is an
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important step in trying to move forward. I often meet so-called novice researchers 
who don’t feel that they can question ‘established’ models and ideologies because 
they are ‘small potatoes’ (I quote a Chinese student). However, while ‘swallowing’ 
these models and ideologies, we must have debates with ourselves and others about 
how convinced we are about them: Do they really make sense? Do they go against 
my own beliefs and experiences? Do I know where they come from and why they 
were formulated the way they are? Fragments can help us keep trace of the multiple 
answers we provide to these questions. 

As I am writing the last sentences of this book, the first month of 2022 is finishing. 
I read in the ‘Western’ news today that an American basketball player was racially 
abused by some Chinese fans; Biden is accusing China and Russian of atrocities; 
a Russian tennis player calls some of the Australian Open crowd as having a ‘low 
IQ’; the Doomsday Clock measuring the influence of nuclear threats and climate 
change on how close we are to total destruction reveals that we are at 100 seconds to 
midnight in 2022. These terrifying pieces of news seem to show that there is a need to 
act, and as interculturalists, we have a responsibility to come together to unthink and 
rethink our seemingly decaying world. Instead of pursuing set agendas, politically 
and economically already decided upon, let’s take the time to continue thinking 
together, not to confirm what we already (think we) know about interculturality but 
to evaluate what we don’t know. 
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Glossary 

Administrators of interculturality Individuals (scholars, educators, decision-
makers) and/or institutions (ministries, supranational organizations) at g/local 
levels who dictate what interculturality is about and how to do it. 

Anthopophagic A person who eats human flesh. 
Anti-essentialism* A position and attitude that show awareness of non-essentialism 

but do not necessarily make believe that one can avoid ‘doing’ it. 
Backstages of interculturality What interlocutors keep for themselves in terms of 

opinions, beliefs, identities, attitudes when meeting others, co-performing with 
others such elements. 

Clashes of ideologies When discussing and ‘doing’ interculturality the way one has 
been ‘ordered’ to think and talk about what it is and how to ‘do’ it lead to strong 
disagreements, without politics and/or the economy being mentioned. 

Co-simil (to)* To construct similarities together with the other. 
Coincidentia oppositorum A Latin phrase that hints at the unity of opposites, and 

the contradictions that this leads to. 
Commanslating* A portmanteau word composed of communication + translating, 

which emphasizes the inseparability of these two elements. 
Critizenship* A portmanteau word composed of critical + citizenship, originally 

a tongue slip while I was writing the book, refers to the need to be critical and 
reflexive towards the fashionable notion of citizenship in intercultural education. 

Culturitics* A portmanteau word composed of culture + politics, emphasizing the 
unavoidable intertwining of culture and politics. 

Decolonizing decolonizing* This redundant phrase aims at reminding us to 
be critical towards decolonization, beyond slogans/beyond the West, so that 
decolonizing is used in a meaningful way. 

Depersonalization The use of empty words and phrases to talk about interculturality 
can lead to automatic discourses that do not take into account the multifaceted 
and complex characteristics of the notion as a phenomenon and object of research 
and education.
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Differilitude* A portmanteau word composed of difference + similitude, urging  
us to consider any intercultural encounter to be based on the negotiation and 
construction of both differences and similarities between us and the other. 

Dire-vrai This term is French for declared truths – say-true word-for-word. It is 
opposed here to ‘truth’ and reminds us that discourses around, e.g., identities, 
culture, community, are always ‘affirmed’. 

Disorientating Making someone feel baffled and, e.g., out of place. 
Dissonance Difference of opinion, inconsistences, see conflict, disagreement. 
Doxic statements about interculturality* To make comments about 

interculturality that rely on hearsay, stereotypical ideologies and ideologisms. 
Ex-timate Antonym of intimate to refer to the use of, e.g., social media to reveal 

one’s secrets and privacy. 
Facial, behavioural and discursive intertextuality Recognizing in the other and/or 

a situation aspects and features of someone we have met before, of an acquaintance 
or of a previous experience. 

False friends Words that look similar in different languages but that mean some-
thing different or are connoted differently. They are also called deceptive cognates. 
For example: propaganda in English and in Chinese-English has a different 
connotation, with the Chinese version not indicating a critical view on a piece 
of information but merely publicity. 

Foreigner as a disentangling force (the)* Role played by a foreigner in helping 
someone from another country/culture understand their own people. The foreigner 
can serve as a mediator between them. 

Foreigner as a stopgap (the)* In some contexts, people of foreign origins can 
serve the purpose of ‘decorating’, exhibiting someone else’s internationalism, 
open-mindedness, etc. 

Grounded gas Modesty in front of people whose status is lower in society or in a 
given context. 

Homoginary* A portmanteau word composed of homogeneity + imaginary, 
expressing the fact that homogeneity can never be constructed and presented 
outside imagination. 

Identity à la carte  Interacting with someone requires ‘doing’ identity, revealing who 
we think we might be, hiding aspects of our identity, co-performing certain iden-
tities with the other, etc. In some cases, we might choose ‘real’ identity markers 
and include them in our encounters; in other cases, we might invent new markers. 

Illusionary victory (an)* This phrase describes the feelings that one might 
have when one promotes non-essentialism, non-culturalism as possibilities in 
interculturality. In the book, I argue that these are illusions. 

In the eye of the beholder The way we understand, define, explain, analyse 
interculturality might rely on our own perspectives but not be shared by the ones 
we interact with. Interculturality is often a subjective view on how we meet others, 
or how we analyse how we interact with them. 

Intercultucentrism* Believing that one’s way of conceptualizing and ‘doing’ 
interculturality is the only and right one.
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Interculturality-as-change* In order to unthink and rethink the notion of 
interculturality, change could be placed at the centre of attention. The 
inter- and -ality of interculturality hint at co-change. Evaluating interculturality 
thus requires focusing on change. 

Interculturalizing interculturality* Complexifying the way we see, analyse and 
‘do’ interculturality by taking the inter- and -ality of the notion seriously into 
account. 

Interculturalspeak* Any uncritical use of the word intercultural that does not 
suggest any definition or conceptual engagement with it. 

Laissez-aller de la pensée Translates as thought carelessness. This phrase is a 
warning against treating interculturality lightly, without caring about its polysemy, 
connotations and the ideologies that go with it. 

Language massaging Using words in specific ways with an aim to, e.g., please, 
control, see deceive someone. 

Linguism* Making statements about a specific language that indicate stereotyping 
and even looking down upon its speaker(s). 

Malaproprisms Misused and misapplied words. By not paying attention to the 
connotations of words when speaking about interculturality in research and 
education, we turn interculturality into malaproprisms. 

Mélange Assortment, mix, combination. Used in the book to refer to one of the 
consequences of intercultural-as-change. 

Minzu (民民族族) Chinese word used to refer to the 56 ‘Ethnic’ Minzu groups in Main-
land China. After several decades of research and political debates the early 2000s 
witnessed the stabilization of the groups. Some Minzu groups speak languages 
other than Mandarin and live in different parts of the country. Many policies, 
political and economic discussions centre around Minzu in China. 

Mirroring* A multifaceted process in interculturality whereby those involved in 
interaction with others, look into different mirrors while speaking to each other, 
identifying, e.g., what differs between them, what they have in common; looking 
at themselves critically and reflexively. 

Noisy transformations* In intercultural encounters, such transformations are 
obvious to the one who is experiencing them and/or to observers. Noisy trans-
formations are opposed to silent transformations, whereby one changes without 
noticing. 

OHO movement (1966–1971, Former Socialist Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia) A contraction of oko (eye) and uho (ear), complemented by 
the exclamation expressing surprise OHO! Gazing with studious attention, 
listening to and being astonished represent three essential components of 
interculturality-as-change. 

Order (an) Ideologies urge us to think and act in certain ways, thus giving us orders. 
For example, stating that interculturality should lead us to learn to be tolerant with 
others is an ideology. As such, being tolerant can mean different things to different 
people. Interculturality-as-change is also an ideology, which promotes different 
orders.
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Othercide Ignoring differences in the other leads to what Deleuze termed Othercide 
(the murder of the possible). I argue that ignoring the continuum of difference-
similitude (differilitude) is also a form of othercide. 

Othering is a routine* Turning the other into an other (and being turned ourselves 
into an other) is an everyday act. Preventing othering from happening is possible 
but it is an unstable and unreliable objective. We should not naively believe that 
we can do away with it. 

Predatory ideologies of interculturality* Dominating ideologies about 
interculturality that do not accept or promote dialogue with other ideolo-
gies – by implicitly disregarding them – are predatory. One should pay attention 
not to fall into their trap, hence the need to interrogate such ideologies. 

Provincialism Types of -isms and ideologies that emerged in a specific part of the 
world but are treated by their users and promoters as ‘universal’ and better than 
others. 

Re-action This word indicates both resistance and response to another action. It is 
understood here as reflecting and rethinking a given action in order to do it again. 

Re-connoting* Action of negotiating and modifying the connotation of a word in 
a given language or in, e.g., English as a global language to ensure common 
understanding and thus dialogue. 

Researcher’s omnipresent footprint (the) In research and education, the presence 
of the researcher–educator is everywhere, in all aspects of their work, and, most 
importantly, because of their influence, in the discourses and actions of the people 
they interact with. Working on interculturality requires becoming aware of this 
footprint and to find strategies to limit it. 

Shendu (慎慎独独) Refers to the act of behaving the same way by oneself as when one 
is with other people. Shendu could reflect a high level of honesty, modesty and 
ethics in intercultural encounters. 

Stranger on the train phenomenon (the) When one meets a total stranger in a 
public place and starts engaging with them about private issues that one would 
not reveal to, e.g., acquaintances or family members, one experiences the stranger 
on the train phenomenon. Strangeness then becomes a source of closeness and 
relief. 

Surveying oneself* Although ‘doing’ interculturality is often about us observing 
and analysing the other, this term suggests scrutinizing, perusing and ‘scanning’ 
the self while interacting with the other. 

Technologies of the Self This notion is from Foucault (1988) who detailed in a 
series of seminars artefacts and ways of looking at oneself that have been used 
in the ‘West’ over the centuries. These include the Greek agora, confessing one’s 
sins and diary writing. Fragments about interculturality could represent another 
form of technology of the self. 

The non-ideological is ideological Claims of ideologicality and non-ideologicality 
can be used to defend one’s own work and disparage somebody else’s. However, 
any assertion on interculturality, from any part of the world, is ideological. 
Asserting that we are not affected by ideologies represents an illusion.
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Thinking against ourselves Mirroring through intercultural encounters can help us 
looking into our own worldviews, ideologies and the orders we have been made 
to believe in – and pass onto others. Thinking against ourselves is the process of 
revising these elements in contact with alternatives. 

Token for interculturality (a)* Interculturality as an object of research and educa-
tion is dominated by ‘Western’ figures from, e.g., the USA and the UK, working 
for highly ranked institutions and supported by, e.g., supranational institutions. At 
times, scholars from outside these spaces are given a voice symbolically to talk 
about interculturality and be used as ‘tokens’. They may not contribute alternative 
knowledge to scholarship but just rehearse accepted and dominating ideologies. 
Detokenizing intercultural knowledge production should be a priority in research 
and education. 

Toltchok (tolqok) In his famous Rite of Spring, Stravinsky (1913) used a musical 
principle which he named toltchok (in Russian tolqok means push and hit). Using 
this new form of music, the composer asked his listeners to accept some form of 
dissonance, i.e., the combination/superposition of tones ‘pushing’ listening to his 
music in different directions. Interculturality needs to be experienced by means 
of a toltchok technique, so that we can be pushed and hit in all directions. 

Tonality/a-tonality Tonality is the (‘Western’) musical system based on major and 
minor keys. Atonality rejects such combination of keys, preferring the systematic 
introduction of dissonance. In the book I argue that interculturality should be 
‘done’ atonally. 

Torschlusspanik The so-called shut-door-panic in English, or the fear of being stuck 
behind a gate or a door. 

Translanguaging-as-doxa* The idea of translanguaging has been widely promoted 
in research over the past years. Supposedly a ‘substitute’ for multilingualism 
(amongst others), the notion is omnipresent today, often used as an almost 
automaton – a sign of its doxification. 

TROM of interculturality* Trom is Scottish for heavy and difficult. The usual 
triad of Tolerance, Respect and Open-Mindedness is presented as an expected 
outcome of interculturality. However, what they mean and how their achievement 
can be measured is an eternal challenge, that we need to bear in mind. 

Un-mapping the world Reshuffling the mental maps of the world that we have been 
fed with so that we can look at the world from different, destabilizing ways. 

Un-translating Reconsidering the translation of words with other people, 
unthinking their connotations, meanings so that (minimum) common under-
standing can be ensured. Collaboratively occurring, un-translating is the key to 
make interculturality intercultural. 

Unspoken racism A form of racism that is not identified as such, not visibly racist. 
Unspoken racism can even perform being, e.g., anti-racist. 

Untouchable (an)* An untouchable blames others for intercultural ‘evils’ such 
as essentialism and culturalism, without being able to admit that they are not 
themselves immune against such foes.
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Vital energy Interculturality as impetus, momentum, impulsion and drive. Vital 
energy is a creative force based on motion, change and evolution in life and 
sociality. 

Westisms Group of -isms that emerged from the ‘West’ and are used/imposed onto 
the rest of the world. For interculturality, essentialism and culturalism represent 
such trends. 

World-for-world translation Phrase proposed by U. Eco (2007) as a substitute for 
‘word-for-word’, suggesting that translation is about worldviews rather than mere 
words. 

* This glossary contains all the important terms and phrases from the book. I 
have included a certain number of neologisms and new terms that I coined for 
this book (indicated with *). Most of these terms are portmanteau words, for 
which I combined two already existing concepts/notions that, I feel, deserve to 
be complexified, to create a new term.
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