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Global Citizenship: How to Approach Identity 
Issues from an Intercultural Point of View 

Luigi Moccia 

Abstract 

The idea of “global citizenship” is not new, but new and challenging are the 
conditions featuring today’s world in which this idea has come again to the 
fore. Indeed, nation-state citizenship no-longer exhausts the political, legal 
and social relevance of citizenship, in the face of phenomena such as the de-
velopment of trade and financial markets, information and communication 
revolutionary technologies, massive (diasporic) migration flows, in addition 
to threats and risks for human security all around our globalised world. 
Starting with the awareness of the complexity of these phenomena, the 
essay focuses on the idea and ideal of global citizenship, looking at it as a 
long standing idea, but remaining quite controversial and contested as 
ever. Some various notions are highlighted, from past to present times, 
of what can be called a cosmopolitan idea of citizenship, by exploring the 
main aspects characterising its revival in today’s world, and pointing to a 
methodological approach which implies and requires a paradigm shift in 
the understanding of what means to be “global”.   
This brings about the issue of cultural diversity as the counter-value of the 
ongoing globalization process. Indeed, globalisation has pushed forward 
cross-country flows of ideas, knowledge, people, as well as products and ser-
vices. However, behind an apparent trend to homogenisation of world, 
counter-effects have also been put into motion, which lead, not without ten-
sion and even conflict, to the emergence of new dynamics regarding cultural 
and ethical values, social norms and lifestyles that affect individual and 
group identities. Increased mobility coupled in particular with migration 
flows have brought others very close to us. These “others” no longer live in 
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some distant place, but right in our own town or neighborhood. It arises 
from here the challenge of the cultural diversity, within our ever more 
multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multi-cultural societies.  
In order to deal with this challenge, European experience may offer some 
good examples on how to manage diversity as a socio-cultural asset that af-
fects both citizenship and education in a double way: a) the education 
through citizenship, enhancing the socio-educational value of citizenship as 
daily practice of living together in community; b) the citizenship through ed-
ucation, enhancing the socio-educational value of the intercultural dialogue 
at the base of an inclusive social dimension of citizenry. 
Ultimately, a new concept and practice of citizenship is thus emerging, that 
goes beyond the closed and exclusionary scheme of citizenship classically 
understood in terms of nationality (nation-state membership), carrying out 
the meaning of “global citizenship” as paradigmatic feature of an open and 
inclusive society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, 
solidarity and equality between women and men prevail, in the interest of 
peace and security. 
 
 
 
1. A premise to start 
 

I wish to start with a little poem (of mine), which sounds like a 
doggerel: 

Black and white the world ever follows its track   
White and black the world never goes back 
Global and local the world is always total ! 

It would, in fact, be like a memory exercise to reflect on three 
scenarios, each of which evokes difficulties and, at the same time, 
the possibility of overcoming them. In a word, three main chal-
lenges that we have to deal with in today’s world. 

These challenges can be summarized as follows. 
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One. The world has changed dramatically since the last decade of 
past century, getting increasingly connected as fragmented, compo-
site as unequal, uniform as conflictual, creating both positive and 
negative effects with consequent contradictions and uncertainties. 
Such context, where globalisation is not the end of history, shows 
instead the need for finding out a way through, that is in between a 
world from the past and one in the present, namely a midway which 
is also a way ahead.  

Two. This way ahead to be truly such should look forward in the 
direction of going beyond globalisation, because globalisation in it-
self is part of the problem, not of the solution. 

Three. The way through goes in between past and present: not 
so much by succession, as when the new day comes and we clearly 
see its lights because the shadows of the night have faded away; but 
much more by implication, as a “no-longer/not-yet” situation. In an 
embryonic and evolutionary state of things that is expected to 
evolve under appropriate circumstances towards a certain direction 
rather than remain in an uncertain transition. Therefore this way  is 
not linear, but circular or bidirectional; that is it moves around and 
does not go directly, in order to achieve its destiny, whatever it 
might be. 

Having in mind this suggestion, properly understood as a reflec-
tive attitude, rather than a theoretical approach of any sort, to the 
issue of connectivity, complexity and conflictuality (of both real or 
potential conflict) in our contemporary societies worldwide, we can 
try to afford this very serious matter, starting with some light curios-
ities, so to say. 

A first one. Did you know that there is an International Registry 
of World Citizens where you may apply and get the Identity Card of 
World Citizen!? 

Out there in the web, somebody advertises the setting up of this 
Registry, whose main functions are (as stated in the website page1): 

1 http://www.recim.org/ cdm/registry.htm. 
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-  the Registration of persons as World Citizens and issuance of Iden-
tity Cards of World Citizens; 
-   the Registration of territories as "World Citizens Territories"; 
-   the Entertainment of the Council of World Citizens Territories; 
-   the setting global electoral rolls (in connection with the People's 
Congress). 

The Registry of World Citizens is the only organization in the world 
authorized to distribute identity cards of World Citizens directly to in-
dividuals or through its accredited "centers"; and, as a "world civil 
registration service", is working to establish the “global electorate”. 

A second curiosity, may be, of a greater socio-cultural interest is 
from BBC news. According to a BBC World Service poll (such as re-
ported by Naomi Grimley, 2016): “People are increasingly identifying 
themselves as global rather than national citizens”. 

The relevant data are quite impressive. Pollsters GlobeScan ques-
tioned more than 20,000 people in 18 countries to ascertain that 
this trend is particularly marked in “emerging economies”, where 
people see themselves as outward looking and internationally 
minded. More than half of those asked (56%) in emerging econo-
mies saw themselves first and foremost as global citizens rather 
than national citizens. In Nigeria (73%), China (71%), Peru (70%) and 
India (67%) the phenomenon is more widespread. 

By way of contrast, however, it must be added that the trend in 
the industrialized nations seems to be heading in the opposite direc-
tion. In these richer nations, the concept of global citizenship ap-
pears to have taken a serious hit after the financial crash of 2008. In 
Germany, for example, only 30% of respondents see themselves as 
global citizens. 

How to interpret this seemingly paradoxical statistic datum, 
apart, of course, from the fears of richer populations of being sub-
merged by flows of migrants? 

One simple interpretation is that global citizenship is not just 
about numbers, in the sense that is not a matter only for polls and 
statistics.  
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Its understanding requires some insights in various directions and 
at various levels, including manifold topics (history, philosophy, eth-
ics, sociology, economics, politics, law), phenomena (such globali-
sation, of course, especially in the field of production and finance, 
regional integration processes, migration flows), new technologies 
and communication modes (ICT, social media), actors (international 
institutions and agencies, nongovernmental organisations, civil soci-
ety), down to apparently minor, yet potentially highly influential fac-
tors (such as, to mention just one in the educational field, study 
abroad programmes or student mobility). 

Within this multi-level and interdisciplinary context, global citi-
zenship becomes relevant in a plurality of meanings, getting value 
much more as a cultural attitude and vision or else as a way of 
thinking, than as one single concept to be understood in itself.     

In the light of this premise, the paper will be articulated in two 
parts.  

The first one (§§ 2 to 4) will focus on the idea and ideal of global 
or world citizenship, looking at it as a long standing idea, very old 
and one that has recently come back into fashion, but remaining 
quite controversial and contested as ever. Some various notions will 
be highlighted, then pausing to consider the revival of such idea in 
more recent times, its relevance, together with its main drivers and 
dimensions, ending with an emphasis on the value of global or 
world citizenship as a conceptual framework useful to rethink iden-
tity issues in the face of the growing world challenge of cultural di-
versity (or “super-diversity” as it has been called with regard to the 
complex phenomenon of contemporary global migration), but also 
highlighting a methodological approach which implies and requires 
a paradigm shift in the understanding of what means to be “global”.  

The second part (§§ 5 to 10 ), starting from the need posited by 
such challenge for a methodological paradigm shift, will focus on the 
cultural diversity management through education to inclusive citi-
zenship as an example of (the need for a) redefinition of citizenship 
as a plural and pluralist concept, whose feasibility is being experi-
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mented in the context of the post-national and multicultural era, re-
garding in particular Europe’s efforts and policies to build «a society 
in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity 
and equality between women and men prevail» (as stated in the 
Treaty on the European Union, art. 2).    

2. Global citizenship: some quotes and notes at random (from past
to present times) 

One of the most famous quotes concerns a Greek philosopher of 
the III c. BC, who is supposed to have said, when asked where he 
came from,  “I am a citizen of the world” (Diogenes of Synope or the 
Cynic, ca. 404-323).  

In short, this sentence marks the origins of what can be called a 
cosmopolitan idea of citizenship: global citizenship as substitute for 
or alternative to local (territorial) citizenship. 

According to Diogenes philosophical and idealistic version, world 
citizenship can be understood as personal self-identification with 
the rest of humanity. World citizen therefore is who has a sense of 
belonging to the world community. 

But another cosmopolitan version, less idealistic, yet with strong 
ethical implications, was conceptualized, again since ancient times, 
by a Roman philosopher,  politician, lawyer and famous orator (Cice-
ro, 106-43 BC).   

According to Cicero ethical version, world citizenship (although 
not so named) existed alongside a series of differentiated group af-
filiations of more limited scope, starting with an inner group and go-
ing through larger groups. 

The inner group is, originally speaking, the gens, corresponding 
to family (in a wider meaning); next comes the civitas, the city or lo-
cal community as the place where we enjoy a complex set of eco-
nomic, legal and political relationships with fellow citizens; up to the 
natio or people as national community of language, customs and 
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ethnicity; finally stands the humanitas as the fellowship of all peo-
ples with each other, the humankind, constituting the outer group 
founded on the possibility of universal communication between 
peoples resulting from and through comitas gentium: the “friend-
ship” between peoples.  

This more articulated version was thus based on a socio-ethical 
hierarchy of human relationships, whereby human beings are iden-
tified and identifiable first as family members, then as fellow-
citizens, strictly speaking, further as members of the same nation-
ality (tribe or language community), and finally just as members of 
the humankind. 

With regard to this version, one may then observe that contrary 
to the cosmopolitan idea of global citizenship, where the member-
ship to humankind comes first, the  idea of different group affilia-
tions puts first the local and national membership, but links it to-
gether with humanitas. 

In modern times, however, thanks to the Enlightenment move-
ment (XVIII c.) the original cosmopolitan version has prevailed. 

A good example of replacing nationalism with a sort of “universal 
patriotism” in the name of the humankind comes from a forerunner 
of comparative legal and political studies, in such terms: 

If I knew something that would serve my country but would harm 
mankind, I would never reveal it; for I am a citizen of humanity 
first and by necessity, and a citizen of France second, and only by 
accident  (Charles de Montesquieu, 1689-1755). 

This same attitude was echoed across the Atlantic by an Ameri-
can revolutionary in his appeal to human brotherhood: 

The world is my country, all mankind are my brethren, and to do 
good is my religion (Thomas Paine, 1737-1809). 

During the XX c., a critique of this revival of world citizenship, ac-
cording to the philosophical spirit of an imaginary common home-
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land of all mankind, was expressed in terms related to real politics 
as the only context in which the idea of citizenship, properly under-
stood as membership of a territorial polity (local or national), has its 
true roots and meaning, being expression of the individual freedom; 
in line with a famous saying according to which is the air of the city 
that makes people free (Stadtluft macht frei).  

In this respect, no one can realistically be a citizen of the world in 
the same way in which stands as citizen of his own country (state-
nation); whereas philosophy may conceive of the earth as the home-
land of mankind, is politics that deals with men, as nationals (citizens) 
of single states, and are the laws of such particular states that posi-
tively establish the fences which “protect, and limit the space in 
which freedom is not a concept, but a living, political reality” (as criti-
cally argued by Hannah Arendt in pointing out to the disconnect be-
tween human rights and the civil-political rights related with the be-
longing to an organized human community, skeptically commenting 
on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, because “no one 
seems able to define with any assurance what these general human 
rights, as distinguished from the rights of citizens, really are”). 

But coming to present times, it is noticeable a renewed relevance 
of the cosmopolitan idea of global citizenship, such as evidenced 
under many aspects. 

In particular, a political as well as socio-cultural relevance of 
global citizenship stands out in the agenda of international organiza-
tions concerned with sustainable development and dialogue be-
tween cultures, regarding specifically the issue of cultural diversity. 

Reference may be made to Unesco World Report, “Towards 
Knowledge Societies”,  2005: 

New awareness of global risks such as climate warming or the 
erosion of cultural diversity, together with the advances made by 
the concept of sustainable development, point to the emergence 
of a global citizenship.  
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More recently, according to the resolution adopted on Septem-
ber 2015 by the General Assembly of the United Nations (“Trans-
forming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, 
Declaration, at n. 36), it is affirmed: 

We pledge to foster intercultural understanding, tolerance, mu-
tual respect and an ethic of global citizenship and shared respon-
sibility. We acknowledge the natural and cultural diversity of the 
world and recognize that all cultures and civilizations can con-
tribute to, and are crucial enablers of sustainable development. 

And in the New Millennium Goals (under the section of “Sustain-
able Development Goals”,  Goal 4, “Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for 
all”, at n. 4.7), we read:  

By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills 
needed to promote sustainable development, including, among 
others, through education for sustainable development and sus-
tainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a 
culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreci-
ation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustain-
able development. 

 
 
3. Global citizenship: its drivers and dimensions 
  

At this point it is noteworthy that the idea of global citizenship 
has developed thanks to various drivers and across a variety of so-
cio-political and cultural dimensions, such as (to list the main ones): 

- international law of human rights (legal relevance); 
- emerging global civil society (political relevance); 
- everyday life (socio-economic relevance);   
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- education, from schools to universities (educational relevance). 

To begin with this latter dimension, educational relevance, not 
surprisingly international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs), 
activist movements and civil society organizations in general are 
promoting global citizenship as their mission, offering education 
courses to this purpose. 

For instance, if one look at the Curriculum for Global Citizenship 
set up by Oxfam, it can be observed that global citizenship education 
(GCE) is beginning to supersede or overarch thematic fields such as 
multicultural education, peace education, human rights education, 
education for sustainable development and international education.  

 In the field of education it is worth also noticing how study 
abroad programmes at university level have been focused particu-
larly on thematic issues connected to the idea of global citizenship. 

But to compete the picture let’s add some other notes on each of 
the other previously mentioned drivers/dimensions through which 
the idea of global citizenship it seems to take shape.  

 
International Human Rights Law 

Public discourse shows that a culture of global citizenship is 
emerging in connection with a culture of universal rights, as a cul-
ture characterized by a commonality in the recognition of the cen-
trality of human rights as fundamental rights of the person (human 
being) regardless of and, however, beyond any state-membership. 

The revolutionary character of the international recognition of 
human rights, directly based on the “inherent dignity” of all mem-
bers of the human family, has deeply affected the traditional con-
cept and practice of citizenship, so far known and exercised in the 
territorial dimension of single national countries. 

For the first time in human history it has been recognized, in-
stead, the existence, in theory as in practice, of an international le-
gal order whose subjects are not only the sovereign states but also 
the individuals (iure proprio) as human beings who are endowed 
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with the same legal status of rights holders, basically founded on 
the dignity of the person.   

Starting with the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights 1948, art. 1: “All human beings are born free and equal in 
dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience 
and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood”. And 
continuing along a top-down process, so to say, with numerous later 
treaties, conventions and declarations, through which the signatory 
states have bound themselves to formally respect and protect hu-
man rights at national and international level.  

This growing contemporary concern with human rights is  to be 
seen as the product of political and cultural globalisation that em-
phasizes human rights over and above national citizenship rights, 
and formally assigns centrality to the individual person over and 
above nation-states.   

A quantitative evidence of the steady progression in the recogni-
tion of such rights as a universal principle is given by the existence 
of 25 international agreements on human rights signed since 1926. 
Although this international human rights regime still depends large-
ly on states, acting singly or together to make it effective, there are 
also now ad hoc world jurisdictions, such as the International Crimi-
nal Court, and independent bodies charged with bringing those who 
have violated human rights on a large scale to justice. 

From the perspective of citizenship understood as a concept built 
upon the idea of ownership of rights, it has to be acknowledged 
that, while traditional citizenship grants legal rights on the basis of 
the individual belonging (by birth, ius soli, or ethnicity, ius sanguinis) 
to a particular nation-state, according to a discriminatory rationale 
aimed to exclude others, human rights imply the opposite universalist 
rationale aimed to “include all”. In other words, the idea at the basis 
of the universal citizenship envisaged by the international law of 
human rights is that people outside their home countries may be-
come holders of rights directly linked to them because of the uni-
versal value of dignity; so that the coverage of citizenship applies 
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beyond territorial fences, wherever people in need of protection 
happen to land. 

Therefore, human rights are the most universalized rights of the 
citizen and can be thus considered as the cornerstone of a global 
conception of citizenship. 

This idea of rights that are not linked to national (territorial) cit-
izenship is most notably true in the case of the rights of refugees. 
When refugees arrive at the borders of a state and makes a claim 
founded on the so-called principle of non-refoulement – i.e. a claim 
to be taken in rather than being sent back to a place where their 
life will be in danger – they are claiming this right as stateless or 
displaced people, but acting  as individuals whose subjectivity is 
based on the universal value of the person’s dignity: as a “citizen 
of nowhere” and, in this sense, as “citizen of the world”. Although, 
legally speaking, the effect of such vindication will consist in the 
recognition of a status helping them to overcome their stateless-
ness condition by favoring naturalization and socio-political inte-
gration in the host country.  

 
An emerging global civil society 

A second driver/dimension involving an idea of global citizenship 
is represented by the ever-expanding network of international 
groups and organizations trying to advance political objectives at 
global level. Bodies such as Greenpeace, Amnesty International,  
Oxfam, Médecins sans frontières, and still many others, are not cre-
ated by states, neither they are extensions of national citizenship. 

The phenomenon thus taking place sees the involvement of non-
state actors (particularly INGOs) to put pressure on governments to 
be more sensitive to global concerns such as health, peace, envi-
ronmental degradation, global warming, human safety, and to re-
spond to them in coordinated ways, as an answer to new global 
problems cutting across national boundaries. 
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These groups/movements are often recognized as elements of 
societal globalisation  and the phenomenon as a whole is referred to 
as Global Civil Society, implying the idea of civic (political) engage-
ment at global level. 

Such movements and their global outreach in addition to pro-
mote the concept of dialogue among civilizations contribute to fur-
ther enhancing the global citizenship ideal. When people join such 
international groups and organizations and take part in their activi-
ties, they feel they are acting as world citizens. 

A new form of citizenship beyond the nation-state is thus taking 
shape. 

 
Everyday life     

A further dimension is that expressed by the metaphor of the 
“Planetary Vessel”: we are all in one and the same boat!  

Global citizenship can be therefore understood and becomes cul-
turally influential as matter of good civic/ethical (social) behavior; in 
order to try to avoid inflicting harm on others, either directly or by 
using more than one’s own fair share of global resources. 

This idea relies implicitly on (a moral principle of) reciprocity, 
based on the assumption that other people are going to behave in 
the same way, so to join together the us and their (as human siblings) 
in a shared planetary destiny. 

An example of this can be seen in the Earth Charter (2000), pro-
moted by the Earth Charter Initiative (a global movement and net-
work of people, organizations, and institutions, including Unesco) 
for its endorsement and recognition at international level. 

The letter and spirit of the Charter are clearly inspired by a 
sense of universal responsibility at the base of global citizenship 
that embraces an overall of issues listed as Charter’s Principles un-
der the following titles: “Respect and care for the community of 
life”; “Ecological integrity”; “Social and economic justice”; “De-
mocracy, nonviolence, and peace”. 
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But quite interestingly, what characterizes such universality is the 
strict interaction between the global and local dimension, as it is ev-
idenced in the Preamble of Charter, where it is stated:  

We must decide to live with a sense of universal responsibility 
identifying ourselves with the whole Earth community as well as 
our local communities. 

We are at once citizens of different nations and of one world in 
which the local and global are linked. 

To sum up the whole argument thus far sketched, one may say 
that the most common definition of citizenship is still membership 
of a nation-state: the so-called “passport citizenship”.  

Yet nation-state citizenship no-longer exhausts the political, legal 
and social relevance of citizenship in the globalised world. 

Global citizenship is emerging at political, legal, social, and edu-
cational level, as a concept not-yet established in a definite form 
(commonly accepted definition), but nonetheless having an ever 
growing relevance, both in theory and in practice, especially in the 
case of human rights. 

4. Global what?

In order to further develop the argument, it is appropriate at
this point to focus briefly on the question about the meaning of 
what is global. 

To this regard, one could observe, by recalling some points of the 
initial premise above (§ 1), that what is global is: 

- connected  (i.e, interconnected/transborder/sovranational/ 
        cosmopolitan); 

- complex     (i.e., plural/multiple); 
- conflictual  (i.e., diverse/challenging/destabilizing). 
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To the extent to which connectivity, complexity, and conflictuali-
ty (of both real or potential conflict) relate to each other, these 
basic features make up the conceptual framework of globalisation.  

It should be also observed that a common aspect to these fea-
tures is the extra-territorial or spatial dimension within which the 
strict relationship between connectivity, complexity and conflictuali-
ty give shape to globalisation. 

In this sense, what is global is: 
- constantly in tension between unity and diversity; and 
- leading to two opposite, yet complementary scenarios, in a rela-

tionship of mutual implication between essence and accident, rule 
and exception, which can be synthesized, respectively, with a dual 
formula that works in a double way. 

Unity (essence) in Diversity (accident), and Diversity (essence) in 
Unity (accident). 

Whereby, as a result, what is global is:  
- bidirectional, moving between unity (as uniformity) as a rule, if 

not as a target to be reached (at least for the sake of the global 
market), that means “one size fits all”; and diversity as a rule and 
ideal in itself that, on the contrary, means diversity as an essential 
necessity, both in nature as well as in culture. 

Taking the direction of uniformity, the formula of “unity in diver-
sity” is leading to a uniform world order: a flat world, or, to say it in 
other words, a world encapsulated in a cage, as regards lifestyles, 
linguistic codes, behavioral attitudes, and the like.   

Indeed, globalisation has strongly accelerated in the last forty 
years the process of homogenisation that has brought about an ever 
greater uniformity of places, peoples, habits of life and traditions, 
thus reducing if not destroying  local economic and social realities, 
along with their surrounding cultural diversity.    

Therefore, the unity in diversity alone is not enough to balance the 
world vital biodiversity, without its complementary opposite repre-
sented by the formula of “diversity in unity”, leading instead to a mul-
tipolar world, in terms of a variety and plurality of power centers. 
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Then, what is global is (should be) properly understood in the 
complementarity of its universal and local components related to 
competing needs and interests, as: 

-  a sustainable planetary diversity  between peoples and cultures.  
This comprehensive global concern to reach unity without uni-

formity, and at the same time to preserve and value diversity without 
fragmentation, is (should) be a foundational goal to educate people 
to global citizenship, understood not as a status of membership to 
anywhere, but as a cultural attitude locally rooted as well as a univer-
sal aspiration functionally aimed to peaceful coexistence, and as such 
committed to:   

- reflect on issues that matter seriously for the future of humani-
ty and our planet; 

- try to become more and more responsible as regards such is-
sues (paradigm shift);  

- think global and act local, and vice versa (think local and act 
global), in the sense and to the extent of the of mutual implication 
of the two terms, as explained just before. 
 
 
5. Cultural diversity: policy approaches on how to integrate people 
and the idea of inclusive citizenship as socio-educational value  
 

All of that said, it is time to concentrate on a more specific issue 
concerning the integration of people in the context of an ever-
growing complexity and diversity of our societies. 

This issue is becoming particularly acute in the European region 
because not only of migration flows of recent times, but also be-
cause of the more traditional policy approaches to the matter pur-
sued in past times in some of the European countries much affected 
by the presence of community of people from abroad (especially 
from former colonial settlements). 

With an eye on this European experience, it may be observed 
that more traditional and somewhat old policy approaches look to 
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cultural diversity as a problem to be solved. Thus, the so-called 
“assimilationist” approach aims to discourage diversity and to ab-
sorb it into the cultural majority of the host country. At the oppo-
site, the so-called “multiculturalist” approach advocates the recog-
nition of minority groups on par with the host majority, but in fact 
sharing a same, schematic conception of society in terms of contrast 
between majority and minority, differing only in endorsing separa-
tion of the minority from the majority, rather than assimilation to it.   

In response to the deficiencies in both these approaches, a new 
type of so-called “intercultural” approach looks to diversity as a fact 
with positive potentialities to be managed for the benefit of better 
social cohesion and integration.  

To this regard, the “intercultural cities programme” launched as a 
joint action by the Council of Europe and the European Commission 
provides a good example on how to manage diversity as a socio-cultu-
ral asset that affects both citizenship and education in a double way.  

The education through citizenship, enhancing the socio-educational 
value of citizenship as daily practice of living together in community.  

The citizenship through education, enhancing the socio-educational 
value of the intercultural dialogue at the base of an inclusive, more 
active and participatory, dimension of citizenry. 

In this sense, the general and rather generic idea of global citi-
zenship takes up the most feasible spirit and function of a means of 
coexistence through different cultures, in the form of the so-called 
“intercultural citizenship.” 

Along this path of reasoning, focused on the mutual relationship 
between citizenship and education, in view of societies getting more 
and more complex and potentially conflictual, because of their plural-
ity and diversity, we will try to argue that the idea of global citizenship 
thus based on intercultural education, instead of being expression of 
abstract universal principles, has its roots in local territories and 
communities, within the framework of shared values, across bounda-
ries of any nature physical or mental ones that hinder the very es-
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sence of education as one of the most fundamental human rights: 
that one to learn to be human. 
 
 
6. The challenge of cultural diversity and the evolving concept of cit-
izenship: an overview 
 

Interdependence on a global scale is and will increasingly be the 
most widespread human condition on the planet.  

In the contemporary world, cultures are no longer isolated. They 
interact and influence each other. One of the main reasons is, of 
course, the process of globalisation that has pushed the cross-
country flows of ideas, knowledge, goods, capital and people.  

Behind an apparent trend to homogenization of world cultures, 
that brings out new macro identities, such as the one of global con-
sumers, counter-dynamics are set in motion that lead, not without 
tension, to the emergence of new dynamics regarding cultural and 
ethical values, social norms and lifestyles that affect individual and 
group identities. 

Increased mobility coupled in particular with migration flows 
have brought others very close to us. These “others” no longer live 
in some distant place, but right in our own town or neighborhood. 
Such proximity, along with the mixing up of individuals and groups, 
has brought about a greater articulation and extension of diversity, 
no longer in terms only of movements of people reflecting more 
ethnicities, languages and countries of origin, but as regards a mul-
tiplication of significant variables that affect where, how and with 
whom people live, sometimes called "super-diversity".2 
 

2 When coining this term S. Vertovec  (“The emergence of super-diversity in Brit-
ain”, Research on immigration and integration in the metropolis, vol. No. 06-14, 
Working Paper Series, Vancouver Centre of Excellence; “Super-diversity and its im-
plications”, in Ethnic and Racial Studies, 2007, 30(6), pp. 1024ff.) used “super-
diversity” to intend that “diversification not only applies to the range of migrant-
sending and migrant-receiving countries, but also to the socio-economic, cultural, 
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These phenomena pose the need for the overcoming, especially 
in the field of social sciences, of the Europe/West-centric para-
digm, in its turn linked to ideologised and territorialised methodo-
logical nationalism. 

With regard in particular to the European region, we are experi-
encing an ever-growing complexity in the context of societies at lo-
cal and national level that become more and more pluralistic: multi-
ethnic, multi-religious, multi-linguistic, multi-cultural. 

At this junction between global trends and the resulting diversifi-
cation of social contexts at territorial (local) levels, it raises the 
question and the challenge of cultural diversity.  

Generally understood as the outcome of complex and dynamic 
processes through which individuals and groups continuously cate-
gorise themselves and are categorised by others, with reference not 
only to ethno-linguistic but also to religion and other characteristics 
for the identification of groups in a population, cultural diversity 
presents both risks and benefits. The risks of discrimination, intoler-
ance, racism, violence and conflict that threaten social cohesion are 
confronted with the idea of diversity as a value with beneficial op-
portunities to be developed out of the plurality of cultural back-
grounds as source of exchange, innovation and creativity. 

We may agree with the great French anthropologist Claude Lé-
vi-Strauss prediction that a “world civilization could, in fact, repre-
sent no more than a worldwide coalition of cultures, each of which 
would preserve its own originality.” But keeping in mind the basic 
ambivalence of the risks/benefits potentially arising out of the cul-
tural diversity, the problem still remains: how could we then cope 
with this challenge? 

 
religious, and linguistic profiles of the migrants as well as to their civil status, their 
educational or training background, and their migration trajectories, networks and 
diasporic links”: K. Arnaut & M. Spotti, “Super-diversity discourse”, Tilburg Papers in 
Culture Studies, Paper 90, January 2014, p. 2. 
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The 2001 Unesco “Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity” 
stresses the positive potential of the plurality of cultures, stating 
that “cultural diversity is as necessary for humankind as biodiversity 
is for nature” (Art. 1). Further, in the Preamble to the 2005 Unesco 
“Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of 
Cultural Expressions” is affirmed that cultural diversity is “a defining 
characteristic of humanity… a common heritage to be cherished and 
preserved for the benefit of all.” 

The Council of Europe (a pan-European human rights and democ-
racy watchdog), states clearly that diversity is a resource necessary 
for the advancement of societies, and that the expression of one’s 
cultural identity is a fundamental right. It has enshrined these prin-
ciples in various international conventions and other legal instru-
ments. European societies need to embrace and harness diversity in 
order to foster a pluralistic identity at the basis of a European model 
of open and inclusive society, if it is to avoid increasing conflicts, vio-
lence and exclusion which will tarnish its own core values.  

However, besides general principles, critical views on diversity 
look to it as factor that can hinder social empathy. Diversity can 
have negative effects due to difficult interactions (communication 
barriers) between different cultures, incompatible behaviours, lack 
of shared values and norms. Diversity may generate fear of losing 
national identity at the root of the classic notion of citizenship and 
thus provoke reactions against “foreigners”, such as reciprocal 
distaste and conflicting attitudes. Social conflicts may arise when 
immigrants are seen as competitors for housing, jobs and social 
benefits.  

But, on the other side, the same picture shows that in today’s 
societies, becoming more and more multiple, i.e. culturally diverse, 
the concept of citizenship understood as belonging to the state no 
longer implies a single people. In the globalised world the correspon-
dence of citizenship with national identity, fenced within the terri-
torial as well as cultural borders of the nation-state, is evolving from 
the more traditional exclusionary model, based on the dichotomy 
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between “we” (citizens) and the “others” (foreigners), towards a new 
logic of higher standards of inclusiveness and social cohesion in the 
name of principles and values such as solidarity, non-discrimination 
and peaceful coexistence. 

 
   

7. Differing national policies and the need for a change of logic: in-
tercultural encounters on the road to cosmopolitanism 
 

In order to cope with such issues European countries, individually 
taken, have developed over time various and different policies of di-
versity management. As above anticipated, two main approaches 
may be distinguished.  

The assimilationist approach aims to discourage diversity and to 
absorb it into the cultural majority of the host country.  

At the opposite, the multiculturalist approach advocates the 
recognition of minority groups on par with the host majority.  

Our purpose here is not to evaluate these policies, but to see if 
there is, and what is, a new, emerging and possibly prevailing Eu-
ropean view on the matter, and more precisely what are the impli-
cations with regard to the relationship between citizenship and 
education in a multicultural environment. 

Before coming to this later on, it is here required to pause, 
briefly enough, to observe that, in spite of their outward differ-
ences, multiculturalism and assimilationism share a same concep-
tion of society, in terms of contrast between majority and minori-
ty, differing only in endorsing separation of the minority from the 
majority, rather than assimilation to it. 

To take further the point, it is interesting to note the dichoto-
mous nature of such conception, which reveals an underlying logic 
that, for the sake of simplicity, I would refer to as the Aristotelian 
principle of non-contradiction. This logic implies a point of view ac-
cording to which any kind of identity, be it of an abstract concept, 
or an object existing in nature, arises from itself and is valid in it 
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itself, in contrast with any other identity equally understood as 
such, on its turn. 

Contrary to such more traditional approaches looking at diversi-
ty as a problem to be solved, a third-way, beyond assimilation and 
multiculturality, is the intercultural one, which looks to diversity as 
a fact to be engaged with, in order to make it an asset for better 
answering the problem on how to build a more cohesive society, 
based on mutual exchange between the plurality of its cultural 
components. 

In the light of the principle mentioned earlier on the equiva-
lence of cultural diversity with biodiversity, this new approach car-
ries out the idea of encouraging public policies able to address pos-
itively the challenge of diversity as a fact with potential benefits, 
that opens the way to the possibility of developing the inter-
cultural society’s vision, in terms of mutual exchange between the 
plurality of its cultural components. 

This new approach seems to carry a strong similarity and prox-
imity to a culture-specific characteristic, not typically European 
(Western), within the terms of the Aristotelian tradition, but of ex-
ternal origin, amenable to an Eastern and especially Chinese tradi-
tional way of thinking, expressed by the so-called “principle of con-
tradiction” or “complementary nature of opposites.” A concept al-
so referred to as the “logic of correlative duality.” 

This change of logic, I do not dare to call it philosophy, for pre-
sent purposes, makes interculturality a less ideologised and territo-
rialised policy approach than the assimilationist and multiculturalist 
one, respectively, on the basis of the principled assumption of com-
plementarity of (different) cultures.   

In both methodological and conceptual terms, this way of think-
ing means:  

-  to carry out a dual logic, calibrated on the opportunity (if not the 
necessity) to get rid of the oppositional logic (aut-aut ) and rely on a 
conciliatory one (and-and), that is to say the inclusive distinction;  
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- to support a harmonious or mimetic form of reasoning which 
tends to imitate, and not to dominate, the reality (nature) of things 
in its many manifestations, often contradictory;  

- to accept reality of things, without however being resigned to 
the idea of an amalgam of unresolved contradictions, but as a pos-
sibility of a mixed blend of cultural identities characterizing a con-
dition of multiple affiliations, that one of the global citizen.    

Cosmopolitanism, therefore, as a characteristic trend of the 
contemporary world expresses and reflects such an inclusive logic 
of complementarity of opposites, rather than dichotomous logic of 
mutual exclusion. 

 
 

8. The mutual relationship between citizenship and education 
 

Bearing in mind that citizenship and education as complemen-
tary terms, at least in theory, can work together in a double way, 
as education through citizenship and as citizenship through educa-
tion, I propose here to talk about two scenarios and related objec-
tives, each exemplifying the one and the other way, respectively, 
in which the mutual relationship between citizenship and educa-
tion becomes relevant in face of the diversity challenge set above.    

The first example is a factual example, although limited here to 
a description of its main features, regarding the so-called “intercul-
tural cities programme,” launched in 2008 as a joint action of the 
Council of Europe and the European Commission.  

The second example is about the conceptual framework of this 
programme, here again limited to a description of its main features, 
regarding the intercultural model and, by implication, the idea of 
global citizenship, essentially seen as an educational achievement 
based on intercultural dialogue. 
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8.1. Education through Citizenship: the “Intercultural City” 
 
From a policy perspective, the challenge is to design and imple-

ment strategies for the management of diversity that can help tap-
ping the potential benefits of diversity while minimising its risks. 

The need for new policy approaches, that respect and value the 
positive potential of differences while allowing people to build rela-
tions over and above and through differences, is at the basis of the 
most recent intercultural model, according to which minorities’ 
rights to their differences are recognised by law and institutions, but 
in addition to and with the support of policies and practices, on the 
side especially of local communities and civil society by and large, 
intended to favouring (formal and informal) encounters and mobilis-
ing citizens on issues of common interests that cut across ethnic and 
social boundaries, while setting out conditions to create common 
ground for mutual understanding and shared aspirations. 

In other words, and basically speaking, minorities are not only 
recognized, but also supported with public policies, intended to fa-
vouring inclusion at local level on issues of common interests, that 
cut across ethnic and social boundaries, while setting out condi-
tions to create common ground for mutual understanding and 
shared aspirations. 

To this regard, the Council of Europe and European Commission 
joint programme on intercultural cities provides a good indication of 
a new policy approach. 

First launched, in 2008, as 2-year pilot project, with 11 cities from 
several European countries, including EU member states and non-
members, after the end of the pilot phase, a further group of cities 
up to 21 joined the network, further extending associate member-
ship to cities in North America and East Asia.3   
 

3 As reported by the Council of Europe (“The Outcomes and Impact of the Intercultural 
Cities Programme 2008-2013,” at http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/culture/cities/ 
ICCOutcomes_en.pdf), the programme: «was launched in Liverpool in May 2008 with a 2-
year pilot project. The original member cities were Berlin Neukölln (Germany), Izhevsk 

http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/culture/cities/%20ICCOutcomes_en.pdf
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/culture/cities/%20ICCOutcomes_en.pdf
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The programme is officially presented in such terms:   

The Intercultural City does not simply “cope” with diversity but 
uses it as a source of dynamism, innovation, creativity and 
growth. It accepts diversity as a norm and helps people from all 
groups – minority as well as the majority – benefit from it. The in-
tercultural city shapes its educational, social, housing, employ-
ment, cultural and related policies, and its public spaces, in ways 
which enable people from different cultural backgrounds to mix, 
exchange and interact for mutual benefit. (…) The intercultural 
city does not avoid cultural conflict but accepts it and develops 
ways of dealing with it. 

The intercultural cities approach thus proposes a new model 
that, at the level of cities, seeks to overcome the limitations and 
weaknesses of both assimilationist and multiculturalist approaches, 
respectively.  

To this regard, it should be also reminded that both the assimila-
tionist approach, with its emphasis on unilateralism aimed to resist 
and oppose diversity, while channelling it into the majority culture 
of the host community, and the multiculturalist approach, with its 
counter-emphasis on multilateralism aimed to foster diversity, but 
leaving it separated and even segregated to the detriment of com-
mon values, are at odds with the mutuality principle established as 
the first of the “Common Basic Principles for Immigrant Integration 
Policy” in the EU (2004), which states that: “Integration is a dynam-
ic, two-way process of mutual accommodation by all immigrants 
and residents of Member States.” 

 
(Russia), Lublin (Poland), Lyon (France), Melitopol (Ukraine), Neuchâtel (Switzerland), Pa-
tras (Greece), Reggio Emilia (Italy) and Subotica (Serbia). They were subsequently joined by 
Oslo (Norway) and Tilburg (Netherlands). At the end of the Pilot phase in 2010 a further 
group of cities joined the network, comprising Botkyrka (Sweden), Copenhagen (Denmark), 
Dublin (Ireland), Geneva (Switzerland), Limassol (Cyprus), Lisbon (Portugal), London Lewi-
sham (UK), Pécs (Hungary), and San Sebastian (Spain). It has subsequently extended asso-
ciate membership to cities in North America and East Asia.» 
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In turn, this vision brings about the possibility to look afresh to 
concepts like citizenship and education, through intercultural lens, 
for a re-conceptualization of such socio-cultural constructs to better 
adapt them to the challenge of diversity, while exploiting, also 
through intra-cultural exchanges, the potential diversity benefits for 
a more structured peaceful coexistence.   

To proceed further, here is a shortlist of main objectives of the 
programme: 

- it promotes the active involvement of public institutions, busi-
ness organisations, local NGOs and community associations in (in-
tercultural) policy formation;  

- it provides for the active empowerment of cities’ diverse com-
munities and help migrant to integrate in and contribute to the eco-
nomic and social life of the city;  

- it aims at promoting open spaces of interaction, which will help 
sustaining trust and social cohesion and facilitating the circulation of 
ideas and creativity;   

- it acts across a variety of domains (education, public administra-
tion and governance, public service provision, housing, urban plan-
ning, security, sanitary services, health, education, business and 
labour market, conflict mediation, citizens’ involvement, media rela-
tions, cultural and civil life). 

These objectives have to be seen as functions of a series of basic 
assumptions that may be resumed, although schematically for the 
sake of brevity and simplicity, in the following 10 main points, related 
and consequent to one another.  

1. Intercultural approach does not accept and freeze cultural di-
versity as an absolute, static value. Rather, it considers it as the 
means of cultural enrichment, as a driver for human development 
and human security, for social and territorial cohesion (the so-called 
“diversity advantage”). Beyond apologetic discourses on diversity, 
intercultural approach purports to embrace and harness the chal-
lenge of diversity in its complexity. 
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2. Intercultural approach emphasises the strategic role played by 
cities, local communities and generally by civil society actors (such 
as educators, media, employers, trade unions, churches and reli-
gious groups), in order to bring about the necessary changes in pub-
lic attitudes and create a public space more appropriate for includ-
ing/integrating minority people.  

3. Intercultural approach looks at the civic dimension as an inclu-
sive space where to set out the conditions necessary for the con-
crete exercise of civic rights and duties by all those (autochthonous 
and immigrant) who live in it. This concept is exemplified by the 
“right to the city,” such as stated in the opening article of the “Euro-
pean Charter for the Safeguarding of Human Rights in the Cities”:  

The city is a collective space belonging to all who live in it. These 
have the right to conditions which allow their own political, social 
and ecological development but at the same time accepting a 
commitment to solidarity.  

4. Inclusion means no forced integration (assimilation) nor, to its 
opposite, segregation into separated different cultural identities. 
But it is the necessary prerequisite for a process of voluntary inte-
gration. 

5. The inclusive city respects therefore the multiple identities of 
persons and fosters the acquisition of a transcending civic identity, 
understood as a greater civic awareness needed to develop intercul-
turality and solidarity projects and practices for pursuing goals of 
common good. To say it otherwise, the respect of multiple identities 
should be based on the development of a civic awareness related to 
the need of pursuing common goals of active involvement in a civic 
welfare. 

6. The intercultural city is a community committed to educate all 
its residents in human rights, dialogue, solidarity, artistic creativity, 
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respect of nature and the environment. It is a laboratory for a new 
humanism, whose universal values are put into practice in the daily 
life of its citizens, benefiting from the contribution of all its different 
cultures. 

7. The intercultural city is envisioned as a place for encounter and 
dialogue, in which new and “shared” cultural expressions are nur-
tured. In other words, a place where the development of a universal 
culture is fostered, which holds as its central tenet the principle that 
“recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable 
rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of free-
dom, justice and peace in the world” (as stated in Preamble of the 
“Universal Declaration of Human Rights”). 

8. Intercultural approach cannot function without a clear frame-
work of values, and a rights-based approach to diversity manage-
ment, including standards of democracy and respect for human 
rights. As stated by the Council of Europe, all actors engaged with 
the challenge of cultural diversity must have “a strong understand-
ing of the imperatives of a rights-based approach to diversity man-
agement, fight resolutely any form of discrimination are refuse cul-
tural relativism.” 

9. Intercultural city is genuinely a territory but not a boundary. It 
contributes to the re-definition of the category of territoriality as 
well as of citizenship in that it mitigates the monopolistic use made 
of such terms by the states; and promotes, instead, forms of cross-
border cooperation for the purpose of strengthening social cohe-
sion. Accordingly, the traditional (hard) concept of citizenship as a 
political (exclusionary) instrument should be adapted to a more flex-
ible (inclusive) residence-based concept. Its basic meaning should 
change from that one of being a citizen of a nation-state to that one 
of being a citizen for the wellbeing of society, and of the community 
(civitas) where we live in, with greater emphasis therefore on the 
value of citizenship as a cultural (educative) instrument.      
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10. Intercultural city is secular by definition: it is a space open to 
the exercise of all human rights by all persons, including the right to 
freedom of religion and worship. In the words of the Parliamentary 
Assembly of the Council of Europe, the right to freedom of religion 
“represents one of the foundations of a democratic society.” The in-
tercultural city, then, promotes positive secularism. Positive secular-
ism does not call for the eradication and cancellation of cultural and 
religious symbols. There shall be no need to remove existing reli-
gious symbols, or other symbols of collective identity, from public 
places. According to the Council of Europe Recommendation of 
2011 on “The religious dimension of intercultural dialogue”: “differ-
ences that exist between people of different convictions (…) as long 
as they are compatible with respect for human rights and the princi-
ples that underpin democracy, not only have every right to exist but 
also help determine the essence of our plural societies.”  

 
One may worry, frankly speaking, about the difficulties in the im-

plementation of such project and the effectiveness of its outcomes. 
Needless to add, this is a long-term project; it will take decades to 
get tangible results. But for our purposes, what matters here is the 
pivotal idea that comes out of the intercultural cities programme. 

This idea consists not only in the diversity advantage, that is in 
cultural diversity as a positive value, but also and much more in the 
citizenship advantage, that is in citizenship as the fundamental con-
dition through which to develop (an education to) the daily practice 
of living together in a pluralistic society.    

Combined with this, is the idea that the more global is the chal-
lenge, the more local should be the approach to it. Indeed, any dis-
course on global citizenship or global education has its root locally.   

When considering the concept of education through experience, 
besides and beyond school curricula, the intercultural city appears 
to be an example of education to citizenship through the practice of 
citizenship itself. Not according to the monolithic vertical nation-
state conception of citizenship, but according to a broader multidi-
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mensional citizenship, such as transformed, reshaped and adapted 
to the changing context of our societies, characterised by outer 
globalisation, and by inner diversification of their multiethnic, multi-
religious and multicultural population. 

In today’s world, the idea of citizenship is split transversely in a 
plurality of membership to overlapping communities, ranging from 
the local to regional, from national to trans-national, up to global 
one, while coping with a variety of dimensions, such as the personal 
(private) dimension, of being committed to one’s own ethic or faith, 
the social (public) dimension, of living together as equals in a plural-
istic society, and the spatial (cultural) dimension, of sharing com-
mon interests in a context of diversity of habits, attitudes and iden-
tities.  At the same time, however, by virtue of the international 
legal recognition of human rights, the idea of citizenship has be-
come more uniform on the base of the value of human dignity. This 
internationally-based recognition of the human rights of any person 
assigns pre-eminence to a common idea of citizenship, which in turn 
implies that traditional forms of citizenship must fully comply with 
such universal value. 

 In this double sense, the re-conceptualization of citizenship, as 
normative paradigm of an open, inclusive and pluralistic society, 
takes shape in the intercultural city as a laboratory for a citizenship 
– both territorial (residential) and spatial (global) – essentially based 
on a culture of the diversity in its universality. 

The intercultural cities project as a process of active adaptation 
to the changes in our contemporary societies aims therefore to de-
velop a new idea of citizenship, rooted in local communities (resi-
dential citizenship), but with the fundamental objective of its trans-
formation from status of belonging to coexistence function, in the 
perspective and to the effect of building a more cohesive society, 
precisely through the practice of citizenship as a universal value 
(and virtue), in turn expressed in shared values within local and na-
tional communities. 
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8.2. Citizenship through Education: the “Intercultural Dialogue” 
 
Let us talk now of the other side of the same coin: the citizenship 

through education.  
Along the path of reasoning so far followed, we come across the 

question: what kind of education do we need to develop that spirit 
and function (essence) of global citizenship that gives sense and 
shape to quality of citizens committed to the attainment of better, 
more inclusive and cohesive, societies now and in the future? 

If we answer such question through the intercultural lens, we 
have to start first with an overview of the conceptual framework 
within which to place it.  

The 2005 Unesco Convention’s definition on “interculturality” 
refers, in particular, to “the possibility of generating shared cultural 
expressions through dialogue and mutual respect.”  

Indeed, if interculturality  –  as applied to in the Intercultural cit-
ies programme – is a policy approach strictly related and inter-
twined with the intercultural dialogue, this in turn is its vital and 
strategic support.  

To the extent that it points to “generating shared cultural expres-
sions through dialogue,” interculturalism then goes beyond existing 
cultural differences as such, towards the pluralist transformation of 
public space, institutions and civic culture. Intercultural cities need 
to develop policies which prioritise actions whereby different cul-
tures intersect, meet and influence each other, without offending 
and abusing or destroying each other. City governments should 
promote cross-fertilisation across all boundaries, as a source for cul-
tural, social, civic and economic innovation. 

All in all, intercultural dialogue is learning how to live together. 
Two documents can be here reminded about the fundamental 

role that education plays in the protection and promotion of cultural 
expressions and shared common values, at the base of a pluralistic 
civic community identity.  
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One is the path breaking 1996 Report to Unesco (“Learning: The 
Treasure Within”) written by the International Commission on Ed-
ucation for the Twenty-first Century, chaired by Jacques Delors, 
who in his Introduction to the Report (the paragraph titled “Learn-
ing throughout life: the heartbeat of society”) underlies the Com-
mission’s position to put greater emphasis, out of the four pillars 
there proposed as the foundations of education (Learning to know 
- to do - to live together - and to be), precisely on the “Learning to 
live together,” in terms of the need to develop “an understanding 
of others,” and in order to create “a new spirit which would induce 
people to implement common projects” in order “to manage the 
inevitable conflicts in an intelligent and peaceful way,” coming to 
the conclusion that, if this could sound as utopia, it is however “a 
necessary Utopia.” 

The other document, with an eye closer to a European pattern, is 
the 2008 Council of Europe “White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue”, 
significantly titled, on the wave of that same utopia, “Living Together 
As Equals in Dignity”. 

What message can we get from it? To put it in the simplest way, 
three main propositions are relevant to building, in the context of a 
plurality of cultures, a civic awareness upon which to base an “open 
society without discrimination (…) marked by the inclusion of all res-
idents in full respect of their human rights” (to use the opening 
words of that document).    

First.  The principle of equality in dignity finds its very meaning in 
the idea of a “universal citizenship” having at its centre the person, 
and embracing our common humanity and common destiny. In this 
respect, the important role that intercultural dialogue has to play is 
“to prevent ethnic, religious, linguistic and cultural divides,” and “to 
deal with our different identities constructively and democratically 
on the basis of shared universal values.” In particular, interreligious 
dialogue should contribute to an increased understanding between 
different cultures. 
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Second.  Social inclusion (or integration) must be understood as a 
two-sided process, consisting in the capacity of people to live to-
gether with full respect for one another, and to participate in social, 
cultural, economic and political life. In this sense, it is needed the 
practice of a democratic governance of cultural diversity.  

Third.  Such intercultural-based governance needs, in turn, to be 
guided and supported  by a political culture valuing diversity. The 
cornerstones of this political culture are the common values of de-
mocracy, human rights and fundamental freedoms, and the rule of 
law. No dialogue can take place in the absence of respect for such 
universal values that are essential to ensure that will prevail the 
force of argument rather than the argument of force. 

On the assumption that only dialogue may help to live in a 
complex society that aims to be characterised by unity in diversity, 
the question on what kind of education is better suited to afford the 
challenge of cultural diversity can be then reformulated in such 
terms: how to educate to intercultural dialogue? 
 
 
9. Learning intercultural competences 

 
We thus come to a final issue along the mutual relationship be-

tween citizenship and education in the context of the challenge 
posed by cultural diversity.  

Briefly speaking, with an eye again to the 1996 Unesco Report 
mentioned above, a vision of the kind of education that would create 
and underlay the new spirit needed to cope with that challenge is 
implied in the emphasis there given, amongst various types of learn-
ing foundations, to the one about learning to live together. 

To this regard, the basic proposition set forth by the Council of 
Europe is that: 

The competences necessary for intercultural dialogue are not au-
tomatically acquired: they need to be learned, practised and 
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maintained throughout life. Public authorities, education profes-
sionals, civil-society organisations, religious communities, the 
media and all other providers of education – working in all insti-
tutional contexts and at all levels – can play a crucial role here in 
the pursuit of the aims and core values… and in furthering inter-
cultural dialogue. 

The key competences areas selected by the Council of Europe, 
such as civic education (mainly education to human rights and de-
mocracy), language (to facilitate intercultural conversations/ com-
munications), and history (particularly addressed to develop respect 
for all kind of differences), are those most sensitive and conducive 
to attain basic knowledge and skills necessary to live in culturally di-
verse societies. 

This short list of competences, all of them placed on the side of hu-
manities, is not exhaustive, but it is open to be enlarged and adapted, 
according to local and/or specific contexts, with the addition of other 
areas of competences, ranging from scientific (such as in the field of 
health care and nutrition, without neglecting of course the issues re-
lating to the earth’s ecological systems) to artistic and creative ones, 
particularly useful to fight against stereotypes (such as in the field of 
media, communication and entertainment industry in general).   

However, what should be here stressed is the common goal rep-
resented by the need to strengthen and implement dialogue be-
tween cultures, civilizations and religions, in order to expanding it, 
towards a more useful intellectual exchange, in the framework of 
shared values.  

This has become more and more a fundamental issue in European 
societies; the one to embrace and harness diversity in order to foster 
a democratic governance of interculturality at the basis of a European 
model of open and inclusive society, if it is to avoid increasing con-
flicts, violence and exclusion which will tarnish its own core values. 

The intercultural cities project, as an active adaption process to 
current world transformation, is a workshop, so to speak, for devel-
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opment of an inclusive citizenship having its essential objective both 
in learning the real practice of citizenship as “civic service” (education 
through citizenship) and in teaching the educational value of citizen-
ship as “civic virtue” in view and to the effect of building a society 
based on shared values (citizenship through education).      

To this regard, next to and beyond the knowledge and compe-
tence, values and attitudes that make us feeling committed to use 
our skills positively for the well-being of our neighbours in our ever 
complex societies, are to be developed either through educational 
curricula and in a self-learning continuous process.   

The kind of education that seems to be called in to play a crucial 
role for inclusive citizenship in the spirit and with the aim of sup-
porting social coexistence across cultural borders, is education to 
such values and attitudes that embodies the spirit and function of 
“global citizenship” with more solid roots in local communities.    

Indeed, the more universal are values, the more they need to be 
learnt, taught and respected in places close to us: our families, our 
schools, our cities. As said before, I repeat it here: any new idea of 
intercultural/global citizenship does not descend from above, that is 
from abstract general principles, but grows from below, having its 
roots in the community, in our way of living, in our sincere and posi-
tive attitudes towards the others, our neighbours.      
 
 
10. A metaphor to end 

 
It has been rightly questioned: “How can we learn to live together 

in the global village if we cannot manage to live together in the 
communities to which we naturally belong – the nation, the region, 
the city, the village, the neighborhood?” (J. Delors, “Introduction” to 
the 1996 Unesco Report).  

Faced with this obviously provocative question, I wish to end my 
argument by going back to where it started; with a final remark that 
gets inspiration from the great metaphorical strength of that an-
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cient anecdote quoted at the beginning of this paper: the one about 
the Greek philosopher Diogenes.  

Millennia have elapsed since the time when happened that this 
man, who was once asked where he came from, replied, “I am a cit-
izen of the world.”  

One may use this quote just to remind of the fact that since then 
humanity has started a long march, still to be accomplished towards 
global citizenship. 

However, another and even more significant anecdote on the 
same philosopher recounts that he lit up a lamp in broad daylight 
going around, and when he was asked why he did so, he candidly 
replied, “I am looking for a human!”  

Indeed, we have here a perfect metaphor of any discourse on 
education for global citizenship. 

True as it is that both anecdotes of those ancient times had tar-
geted utopian goals, it is also true that  in order to have a possibility, 
if any, of coming closer to such goals in our times, we must face 
with the diversity challenge taking into account a further goal also of 
a rather utopian character; the one that points to a fruitful mutual 
relationship between citizenship and education, in the context of in-
creasingly pluralistic societies within an ever more connected, com-
plex and conflictual world. 

To the extent that we need to have a prospective viewpoint of 
the variety of issues implicated by the idea of post-national citizen-
ship, supported and nurtured by a real and effective intercultural 
spirit of promoting peace and peaceful integration within our socie-
ties, we also need not to stop “looking for the human.” 

We live in the era of the technological utopia. When Diogenes 
went out looking for a human, he had at his disposal only a lamp. 
Today we have smart phones easily available to millions of people 
all around the globe, and any sort of hi-tech devices (ICT).  

Yet, connecting people in this way it is not enough! What is still 
needed is to get people living together. 
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Notwithstanding such sophisticated devices that in few seconds 
make people reachable everywhere, we need above all a humanised 
common set of values and habits of mind upon which to base dia-
logue, peaceful interaction and prosperous coexistence in the world 
at global and local level, especially in the urban areas where it con-
centrates the majority of the world population.  

As regards to morals, religious faiths, feelings and beliefs, cultural 
attitudes, people will be otherwise left alone in the darkness of ig-
norance, indifference and prejudice, without a lamp to light even in 
broad daylight, the lamp of education – the only one that puts us in 
a position to recognise our fellow human beings.    

Nowadays that ancient message resonates like a motivational 
warning not to forget the very educational basis of any citizenship, 
essentially understood as a fundamental human attitude to sociality.       

In this search, education and intercultural education particularly, 
with its emphasis on core values, empathic feelings, respect for di-
versity, mutual understanding, is the necessary utopia ahead of us.  

With the words of the former Secretary General Ban ki-moon, 
when he urged in his appeal to world’s leaders to “put Education 
first,” we must acknowledge that “education is a fundamental right, 
essential for shaping the future we want.”  

But  it should be also added that, as one of the most fundamental 
human rights, education carries with it the right to integrate, partic-
ipate and get involved in a multifaceted  society where people are 
equals in dignity, and they respect each other on the basis of a true 
attitude to learn to be human, in order to become conscious mem-
bers of local and national communities as global citizens aimed to 
preserve their own individual and group identity of any sort, by 
sharing values and enriching it with knowledge and skills that make 
them capable, precisely, to live together. 
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