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CULTURE & SOCIETY 
From migration to fusion: the challenge of multiple identities 
 

The term intercultural dialogue is enigmatic. 

 

Anything intercultural is by its very nature ”in dialogue”. Doubling the term doesn’t 

make it any clearer. Intercultural action already implies an exchange of experience, 

ideas, dreams and challenges. Not only in ”dialogue” (between two parts) but also 

within an intricate system of multiple identities, opinions, lifestyles and visions. 

 

That said: There is no greater global challenge today than the constructive and 

reformative exchange between diverse cultures, religions and peoples. 

 

There are a number of standing threats to this exchange. Fragmentizing populations 

- dividing and conquering based on Machiavellian scenarios - seems to be a common 

tactic for politicians, businessmen and religious leaders throughout the world. Two 

key objectives inform this strategy: Power and Profit. 

 

Power derives from established hierarchies. Populations are manipulated effectively 

through fear. We define ourselves by excluding the Other. When we believe we have 

good reason to fear a specific group (ethnic, cultural or religious) then we 

subsequently demand mechanisms to defend ourselves. Barriers - real or imagined - 

are built to prevent a healthy exchange between diverse groups. We lock ourselves 

into definitions of ”us and them”, magnifying differences instead of negotiating them. 

 

At a recent Opening of an art exhibition presenting Kosovar artists in Belgrade, 

nationalist activists disturbed the event by screaming ”Shame! Shame! This 

exhibition is an insult to the Serbian people!” Political ideology and fear invaded the 

aesthetic realm. The very presence of Albanian artists in Belgrade was deemed a 

threat to ethnic purity. This politicization of public space is an example of fear 

obstructing exchange and understanding. It is repeated as part of a populist strategy 

in less troubled nations like Switzerland, Poland and Denmark. 
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Profit - in a globalized world - stems from a necessary homogenization of culture. 

Products based on the principle of the “least common denominator” are developed 

and marketed. The entertainment industry creates a few visible products and sells 

them to the widest possible spectrum of consumers, regardless of culture, tradition, 

history or taste. 

 

Disney, Adidas and MacDonald’s produce the same products for millions of buyers. 

They take little or no heed of the diversity of their intended consumers. One product, 

one advertisement (with slight variations), one slogan for all. Investment is minimized 

and sales, and therefore profit, are increased. The intention is apparently not 

malicious. However, the inevitable consequence is a standardization of taste and 

tradition. 

 

Both Power deriving from fear and Profit Interest deriving from homogenization are 

manifestations of ethnocentricity and cultural narcissism, above all by the presently 

dominant Western civilization. 

  

Millions of people are on the move in today’s world, migration has become the central 

cultural and political force. Mobility – and therefore ‘interculturalism’ in practice – 

increases.  Mixed couples and their children, second and third generation immigrants 

with one foot in each culture, are common expressions of mobility in all European 

societies. This is a phenomenon that enriches. It may well lead to a reduction of the 

importance of ethnicity. It also leads to increased tensions. 

 

A central task we face in a globalized world is the cultivation of multiple identities. 

Each of us has an ethnic background but we also possess personal identities: as 

parents, as believers, as men or women. We have professional identities and cultural 

identities. We have class identities. We share hobbies and interests in sub-cultural 

groups. 
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These myriad identities are in continuous negotiation and transformation. None of 

them alone is sufficient to define a person at any given moment. We weave our way 

through this complicated map and we relate to one another from various positions, 

none of them fixed. 

 

Our world is changing constantly – and we need to exercise our capacity for change. 

Confrontation/negotiation with other realities is excellent preparation for confronting 

an unknown future. It is the development of intercultural competence, both as 

individuals and collectively, which cultivates the capacity for adaptability necessary to 

respond constructively to an uncertain future. 

 

 

INTERCULTURE AND ARTS 
Constructive experience with collaboration and negotiation 
 

When the legendary theatre maker Peter Brook formed his first intercultural 

ensemble many years ago, he dreamed of “making culture in the sense that yoghurt 
is culture”. He initiated an ongoing fermentation of ideas and perspectives, changing 

not only the participants (micro-cosmos) but also the context in which they worked 

(macro-cosmos). He believed that the work done in a small group of diverse 

individuals could potentially transform the society. 

 

The experience of making a theatre, dance or opera work is a delicate endeavor. A 

number of varying skills, emotions and expressions must be pulled together to create 

a totality. Every collective artwork is an experiment in Harmonization without 

Homogenization, maximizing specific talents of engaged artists without 

compromising their individual cultural intelligence. 

 

These artistic experiments, taking place throughout the world, offer valuable lessons 

in negotiating potential cultural conflict. Therefore - we must extract the devices that 

are at work in an artistic process and re-locate them to the social sphere. 
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This is a potential significance of the European buzzword “intercultural dialogue”. 

 

We don’t need “immigrant artists” regurgitating classical forms of European art. 

Although it appears to be an organic impulse among immigrants to gain acceptance 

by re-inventing the wheel and rejecting their ”otherness”, artistic assimilation misses 

the point. Instead - we need hybrid forms that reflect a society still only emerging, a 

society built on exchange and dialogue. This can be called fusion art. It increases 

the oxygen level in a society. It respects cultural ecology. 

 

 

INTERCULTURE AND CULTURAL POLICY 
What should be done? 
 

As I have already pointed out, the term “intercultural dialogue” is used in often 

confusing ways. This creates an obscure area of reflection, making the development 

of concrete programs difficult. For the sake of clarity, we should distinguish between 

three fruitful and parallel areas of endeavor: 

 

1. Inter-continental dialogue 
as a response to globalization and the need for urgent cultural bridging. 

 

2. Trans-national dialogue 
as a response to a wider Europe and as an integrated part of a policy towards 

neighboring countries 

 

3. Inter-ethnic dialogue 
as a response to increased diversity in our urban environments due to migration 

and mobility. 

 

The three tasks are inter-related. The skills necessary to respond to them are similar 

and transferable. The key to a successful intercultural policy is to create synergies 

between these three areas. 
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From a policy perspective, each working sphere may generate a number of concrete 

programs and objectives. This will depend on national and local needs. However, it is 

possible to define a few common principles that ought to be working in the 

background, regardless of whether we are focusing on a global, international or inter-

ethnic task. 

 

First - let’s focus on process and co-production rather than presentation. The 

prevailing import-export of artworks fills a limited function. Audiences see, consume 

and applaud. Artists travel, perform and depart. The contact surface exists only within 

the theatre, concert hall or museum and only for a short time. Guest performances 

often border on exoticism, regardless of the quality or the country of origin. We can 

avoid this superficial “internationalism” by turning shallow contacts into long-term 

collaborative relationships. Co-creation rather than mutual consumption. 

 

Secondly - transnational networks must be supported. They can lead to consortia 

that unite divergent ideas, stimulate projects and initiate programs. They can lead to 

a healthy confrontation of methods and objectives. They create a practical basis for 

exchange and co-production 

 

Thirdly - physical places for artistic endeavor must be “inter-cultivated”. We should 

reject fragmentization of cultural expression, sometimes even based on ethnic 

identity, into separate and parallel platforms. We need instead to create and maintain 

public art spaces that are shared by diverse groups of citizens and artists. 

Interdisciplinary and intercultural centers should be priorities. This requires training, 

renovation/re-invention of cultural buildings and new communication strategies. 

 

Fourthly - incentives must be offered for training and mentorship. We must learn to 

share skills. There is a great deal of competence that, because there are few 

structures for collaboration, is wasted or remains isolated. There should be support 

for “mentoring programs” that allow artists and cultural operators with competence in 

one area of endeavor to mentor and transfer their knowledge to people working in 
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other areas. Likewise, educational programs need to be developed that allow 

emerging artists and cultural operators to come in close working contact with 

developed professionals. The point is to sharpen the learning curve and increase the 

speed of developing intercultural competence. 

 

And lastly - serious economic resources must be made available, for this is at the 

heart of the intercultural policy challenge for the European Union, as well as for 

national and local governments. Without investment, no visible results. Bottom line. 

 
 
 
 
 
Chris Torch 
artistic director - Intercult 
Stockholm, Sweden 
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