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NWGEN Think Piece  4 – Jaya Graves
Multi-cultural, intercultural, trans-cultural and cross-cultural
Alongside the debates on ‘integration’, ‘diversity’, cohesion etc is the backlash against ‘multiculturalism’.  People are condemning the UK version of this as another ‘failed policy’. There has been speculation that the French model with its emphasis on ‘all equal’ under the law and secularity in public life is better. I am not certain whether ‘equal’ becomes translated as ‘the same’ in civic life but it seems to be premised on a pre-existing set of norms and values. (Do you remember when the wearing of the hijab in schools was banned?) It is hard to understand how ‘equality’ can be assure in societies where the power is firmly in the hands of the dominant culture.  People from colonies and ‘departments’ of France may have citizenship rights but new cultures do not ‘assimilate’ or even ‘integrate’ and tension, dissension and inequality is rife. 

The UK discourse has developed differently.  Inequalities exist. I arrived in the bad old days when it was allowable to have notices excluding Black or ‘coloured’, people from entering premises, applying for jobs and being refused housing. The discourse developed from this. An assimilative model cannot be imposed on a society where people have struggled for the right to specificity while recognising the need for an overarching set of values that we can all support

Despite the riots and ‘terror attacks’ we live together. We interact. We retain some basic values, others change and new things – thinking, creative forms, and friendships - develop through interaction between peoples. This is not a passive process. It is dynamic, engaged, tense and even dangerous.  But what is the alternative?  That we live is segregated clusters? Bantustans where interactions don’t take place, with our separate cultures spread out like fashion shows. In my view the official notion of ‘diversity’ has emphasised this – people living side by side and never really relating. Government funding that has compounded this by providing ‘ethnically’ specific funding. This is not the vision I want to live.  Our society is highly charged, vibrant and rich. It is tense and alive. It has dangers but it would be more dangerous to blame it for problems for which it is not responsible because we would then ignore the real causes and not realise its beauty. *

Southern Voices uses the three other terms for preference. – inter-cultural, cross-cultural and trans-cultural. I think they all have slightly different meanings. We use inter-cultural in preference to multi-cultural for engagements as I have described above. Cross-cultural is defines groups of different ethnicities together and trans-cultural is something that unites us all.  So I would call the set of overarching values as trans-cultural. 

It may be useful to keep an ear open for work going on at Manchester University – a collaboration between them and Robert Puttnam of Harvard – the man who coined the phrase ‘social capital’.

Some of these thoughts may seem quibbling and without substance to you.  I’m sorry if this is the case. But I was born in a society like this. It was, and still is, tense and dangerous, vibrant and creative, loving and vicious. 60 years ago it was partitioned but all its parts are still beautiful and complex.

Southern Voices has always emphasised that it is a network that works with and aims to bring people from different backgrounds. Ethnicity is only one of these. Jaya Graves
