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Abstract Given the growing presence of citizens with cultural differences, it is no longer 
appropriate to base citizenship on the individual belonging of a nation-state. It has become 
necessary to develop a new concept of citizenship that considers the existing multiple iden-
tities of people. This idea has gradually permeated educational policies on citizenship of 
international institutions such as UNESCO, which has introduced the concept of global 
citizenship education (GCE). This article is intended to enrich readers’ reflection on GCE 
through the incorporation of an intercultural approach, to overcome nationalistic, West-
ern-centric, and neoliberal conceptions, and to promote dialogue and interaction between 
different learners. Research on citizenship education and intercultural competence carried 
out by the Centre for Intercultural Studies, University of Verona, Italy, provides additional 
stimuli to foster reflection.

Keywords Citizenship · Global citizenship education · Intercultural competence · 
Intercultural education

The concept of citizenship has its roots in many historical, social, and cultural contexts. 
Historically, these contributions to citizenship can be found in many traditions, each of 
which has left deep marks (e.g., in the philosophy and political experience of classical 
Greece, in Roman law, in the Christian distinction between the city of God and the city of 
man, in the experience of medieval cities, in the philosophical elaboration of the Enlighten-
ment, in the post-revolutionary debate in France, in the nationalistic theories of the 19th 
century, in the totalitarian regimes of the early 20th century, and during World War II) 
(Costa, 1999). The concept of “citizenship” has accumulated different layers of meaning 
over the centuries. On the one hand, the idea of citizenship refers to the ancient world and 
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to Aristotelian definitions, as given in the third book of Politics. On the other hand, as 
Habermas (1992, p. 112) points out, “only recently [the concept of citizenship] is widened 
in the sense of designating a ‘citizen status’ defined by civil rights”. This refers to the tortu-
ous period during the 18th and 19th centuries that saw the gradual formation of national 
political European powers called the “state”.

After the Congress of Vienna, in 1815, European intellectuals enshrined the ideal of the 
nation and communicated it to their “compatriots” as an objective to be achieved through 
a common struggle against the old powers for the affirmation of a nation-state. To form 
the nation, the objective of the political struggle became the identification and formation 
of the “people”. For Mazzini (1941, p. 262) in Italy, for example, the word “people” was 
expressed as a religious-philosophic concept, a “sacred word of the future”. The “nation” 
became another founding concept: “The new foundation of the state is no longer the prince, 
master of the territory and its inhabitants, but the nation itself, subject of history and guided 
by freedom” (Veneruso, 1993, p. 66). The concepts of the “people” and the “nation” served 
as ideals at the foundation of the construction of the new nation-states. They became the 
fundamental criteria for the attribution of citizenship that necessarily becomes defined by 
nationality. As Mazzini (1941, p. 263) writes, “nations are the individuals of humanity as 
citizens are the individuals of the nation”.

One of the primary definitions of citizenship used till today is T. H. Marshall’s (1950, p. 
46) definition:

Citizenship is the status granted to all actual members of the community. Individu-
als who enjoy this status have equal rights and subsequent obligations. Citizenship 
presupposes a direct sense of community membership based on loyalty to a shared 
civilization. It is the loyalty of a free individual granted with rights and protected by 
a common legislation.

This notion is based on three categories of rights: (1) civil rights (individual freedom); 
(2) political rights (vote, political power); and (3) social rights (well-being, economic 
security).

Over the years, the debate on the meaning of citizenship has been enriched by numerous 
contributions, giving rise to numerous critical considerations (see Blumer & Rees, 1996). 
To briefly summarize these, several weaknesses have been noted in Marshall’s definition 
from different intellectual perspectives:

1. sociological: “the modern concept of citizenship rights is not a matter of gradual 
and spontaneous process, but the product of social and political conflicts” (Giddens, 
1990, pp. 50–51);

2. historical: “this definition does not use a comparative approach, considering dicta-
torships and democracies, it does not distinguish citizenship and belonging” (Costa, 
1994, p. 52); and

3. legal: “Marshall’s conception does not define the real rights related to citizenship 
status” (Ferrajoli, 1995, p. 265).

As Baldwin (1985, p. 326) notes, “What society really, ideally, wants is a citizenry that 
will simply obey the rules of society. If a society succeeds in this, that society is about to 
perish”. The most authoritative proponents of democratic pluralism are increasingly asking 
themselves whether, after its enemies have disappeared, “democracy is now able to over-
come the most insidious enemy: itself” (Zolo, 1994, p. vii).
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Historically, in most nation-states, citizenship education has been conceived by the rul-
ing classes as a means for preserving and expanding their own interests. It has been used to 
incite patriotism and to identify the citizens of neighboring states as enemies, strengthen-
ing the hegemony of dominant groups and the passivity of the citizenry (Baldwin, 1985; 
Bauman, 1999; Davis, 2006; Figuera, 2000; Held, 1991). James Banks (2007a, p. 3), intro-
ducing the theme of citizenship education in culturally pluralistic societies, shares the fol-
lowing personal experience in the US:

Whenever I think about the meaning of citizenship education in a multicultural soci-
ety, memories of being an elementary school child in a racially segregated school in 
the South in the1940s and1950s surface. Each morning, we said the Pledge of Alle-
giance and sang both the national anthem and the “Negro” national anthem, “Lift 
Every Voice and Sing”. Saying that we lived in a nation “with liberty and justice for 
all” within a segregated school symbolized the challenge of educating citizens in a 
society stratified by race and class. A stated goal of the social studies program in the 
Lee County (Arkansas) Public Schools was to develop good citizens. By requiring us 
to sing both the national and the Negro national anthems, our teachers were trying to 
help us develop respect for our ethnic heritage as well as loyalty to the nation-state 
and its symbols.

In the new millennium, with the rise of global, interconnected, multi-ethnic, and multicul-
tural societies, a concept of citizenship that is based on the exclusion of the many has to be 
questioned in order to affirm the right/duty of everyone to participate in and manage public 
life (Bauman & Portera, 2021).

The institutions of political representation are showing deep cracks and are becoming 
less and less suited to the decision-making needs of a complex society. Most countries 
are characterized by cultural pluralism, and within these countries both minorities and 
majorities face issues such as political representation, regional autonomy, educational pro-
grams, linguistic rights, territorial claims, immigration and naturalization policies, and 
even national symbols. Given the growing presence of citizens with different cultural back-
grounds in most nations of the world, it is no longer appropriate to ground citizenship in 
individual membership in the nation-state. Rather, it becomes necessary to develop a new 
conceptualization of citizenship that takes into account the existing multiple identities of 
the citizenry.

Many citizens belong in different ways and at different levels to more than one society 
(Castles & David, 2000). The concepts of belonging to a social group or community need 
to be radically modified in order to get to the affirmation of universal rights which are 
designed to overcome the limits imposed by concepts rooted in the nation-states. Catego-
ries related to the classical and neoclassical theory of democracy as “participation”, “rep-
resentation”, “popular sovereignty”, and “consensus”, which certainly retain an undeniable 
validity on the theoretical and moral level, now need a profound rethinking.

Nowadays, democratic nations also have to face the risk of neoliberalism, which “sees 
the market as the most effective way of determining production and satisfying peoples’ 
needs” (Stromquist, 2002, p. 25). Chomsky (2014, p. 56) points out many disastrous con-
sequences of neoliberalism, “well expressed by Adam Smith. What he called ‘the vile 
maxim of the masters of mankind’. All for ourselves and nothing for other people”. Bau-
man (1999) warns about the risks of the neoliberal change, which provoke a triple crisis of 
representative democracy, of confidence in politics, and of state sovereignty. He notes that 
“capital can travel fast and travel light and its lightness and motility have turned into the 
paramount source of uncertainty for all the rest. This has become the present-day basis of 
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domination and the principal factor of social divisions” (Bauman, 1999, p. 68). As a result, 
people decreasingly care about democracy and the commitment to one another in terms of 
community and the common good. Instead, they “conceptualize democracy as the individ-
ual rationally choosing within a competitive marketplace” (Hursh, 2008, p. 7). Neoliberal 
principles transform ideas of democracy from a “thick democracy to a thinner version of 
individualism” (Apple, 2006, p. 16). Instead of promoting social cohesion, a sense of com-
munity, and solidarity, neoliberal thought leads to unfair competition and exclusion (Grant, 
2017; Hursh, 2008; Nussbaum, 2010; Simons & Masschelein, 2006; Stiglitz, 2003; Torres, 
2017).

For teachers, a critical understanding of the role of neoliberal reforms is fundamental. 
Citizenship education can and should play a central role in light of the abovementioned 
and other challenges, including the many unsolved global and interconnected questions 
that require global answers (e.g., pollution, climate change, war, nuclear power). In con-
temporary democracies—according to Bobbio (2006) the “least worst” way of governing 
humans—there is a tremendous need to design new theoretical paths, new morally and 
politically acceptable solutions, and related educational interventions.

Global citizenship and global citizenship education

In the contexts of increasing international trade, mobility, migration, and communication 
beyond national boundaries and the growing economic, political, cultural, and social inter-
connectedness between nation-states, the notion of “citizenship” has been broadened and 
can now be understood as a multiple perspectival concept. A variety of multidimensional 
definitions have been proposed, such as “citizenship beyond borders” (Weate, 1991), “cit-
izenship beyond the nation state” (Bellamy, 2000), “cosmopolitan citizenship” (Keck & 
Sikkink, 1998), and “planetary citizenship” (Henderson & Ikeda, 2004).

The Council of Europe declared 2005 as the European Year of Citizenship through Edu-
cation and identified education to democratic citizenship (EDC) as fundamental to helping 
young people and adults become more capable of actively participating in democratic life 
by assuming and exercising their rights and duties in society (Bîrzea et al., 2004). UNE-
SCO (2014, 2016), in the awareness of the increasingly interconnected nature of human-
rights violations, inequalities, and poverty, recognizes the importance of promoting global 
citizenship education (GCE) to help address the challenges of promoting peace and sus-
tainability in all the countries of the world. The strategic proposal is to instill in learners 
the values, attitudes, and behaviors that support responsible global citizenship.

Nowadays, “global citizenship” has become a common concept. While citizenship 
has always been associated with unity and homogeneity, exact opposites of diversity and 
hybridity, global citizenship is closely related to the notions of diversity, equity, and social 
justice. Beyond the differences in meaning and sectors of interest, global citizenship is rec-
ognized as necessary to improve the awareness of common humanity by all people of the 
world, through the promotion of a sense of belonging to a broader community, consider-
ing the local and global, national and international, developing universal values, above all 
respect for diversity and pluralism (Marshall, 2005). Furthermore, GCE is grounded in the 
values of mutuality and reciprocity and enables the application of theory and interventions 
that will lead to a fairer and peaceful world. In the past few years, this increasingly cen-
tral field has become widely researched and applied in many sectors (see Andreotti, 2006; 
Banks, 2007b; Bosio, 2021; Gaudelli, 2016; Schattle, 2008; Shultz, 2007; Tarozzi & Tor-
res, 2016; Torres, 2017; Yemini, 2016).
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Notions of global citizenship played a significant role in the creation of the United 
Nations (UN) in 1945 and in the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
in 1948. We see its influence today also in the implementation of the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals and the Paris Agreement in 2015. The core idea has been to promote an 
inherent and universal dignity of the human person. The foundation for today’s global 
citizenship can be found in the Charter of the United Nations and in the preamble of the 
Universal Declaration, with the recognition of the inherent dignity and the equal and inal-
ienable rights of all members of the “human family”. The UN distinguishes various lev-
els, contexts, and times for promoting global citizenship. The Global Citizenship Commis-
sion report (2016) describes increasing general acceptance of human rights, especially the 
rights associated with universal dignity.

Oxfam defines a global citizen as a person who “knows how the world works, is out-
raged by injustice and who is both willing and enabled to take action to meet this global 
challenge” (Richardson, 1979, p.1), someone who:

• is aware of the wider world and has a sense of their own role as a world citizen;
• respects and values diversity;
• has an understanding of how the world works economically, politically, socially, cultur-

ally, technologically, and environmentally;
• is outraged by social injustice;
• participates in and contributes to the community at a range of levels from the local to 

the global;
• is willing to act to make the world a more equitable and sustainable place; and
• takes responsibility for their actions no point. (Oxfam, 1997)

For many years, UNESCO has organized meetings and promoted publications on GCE, 
which it defines as:

a concern with the relevance of knowledge, skills and values for the participation of 
citizens in, and their contribution to, dimensions of societal development which are 
linked at local and global levels. It is directly related to the civic, social and political 
socialisation function of education, and ultimately to the contribution of education in 
preparing children and young people to deal with the challenges of today’s increas-
ingly interconnected and interdependent world. (UNESCO 2014, p. 18)

Tarozzi and Torres (2016, p. 11) consider GCE as “an educative concept and dimension 
grounded in the assumption that today people in the process of learning live in a global 
context and, even if in an unequal way, interact at a planetary level”. GCE promotes a 
sense of belonging to the global community and the sharing of common humanity. It also 
involves caring for the biosphere and the natural environment (Morin, 2014) and the con-
sideration of asymmetries and inequalities within nations and between nations (Sen, 2002).

Recently, many scholars have identified the needs for critical reflection and a rethinking 
of the concept of GCE on both theoretical and practical levels (Banks, 2007a; Bellamy, 
2000; Gaudelli, 2016; Gundara, 2000; Henderson & Ikeda, 2004; Spring, 2008; Yemini, 
2016). As Bosio and Torres (2019, p. 748) have noted, there is a need for “conceiving a 
pioneer vision for GCE beyond neoliberal, market-driven, and apolitical educational prac-
tices toward a more sustainable paradigm based on principles of mutuality and reciprocity 
in the ongoing construction of a more just and peaceful world”.
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Global citizenship education: Developments and limits

During recent decades, the concepts of global citizenship and GCE gained increasing 
attention and refinement but have also been criticised. Gaudelli (2016, p. 9) points out the 
ambiguity of the term, which some consider offensive and arrogant: “No one is a global 
citizen in a legal sense and so the phrase can invoke uncertainty, disbelief and even diso-
rientation”. Mannion et al. (2011, p. 444) define GCE as a “floating signifier that different 
discourses attempt to cover with meaning [. . .] within this new nexus of intentions”. Davis 
(2006, p. 5) questions whether global citizenship “is simply a metaphor, a linguistic fancy 
which deliberately transposes a national political reality to a wider world order”. Other 
authors (e.g., Schattle, 2008) have questioned whether there are multiple ideological con-
stellations within the field of GCE that overlap and, in some cases, contradict each other. 
Tarozzi and Torres (2016) point out that GCE does not place enough importance on aspects 
of power and on power relationships. They propose to include the notion of global justice, 
as developed by Paolo Freire, Judith Butler, Boaventura de Santos, and Lorenzo Milani.

Several prominent publications have unpacked the concept by describing and catego-
rizing differences within GCE. Pashby et  al. (2020) conducted a deep meta-analysis of 
journal articles published between 2006 and 2018, using heuristic methodology. Starting 
with an earlier analysis by Andreotti (2006), the authors distinguish between two types 
of GCE based on a principle for change: soft versus critical. This initial dichotomy was 
expanded to include a large number of typologies, increasingly considering the role of crit-
ical approaches (e.g., Oxley & Morris, 2013).

As a result of their research, Pashby et al. (2020, p. 146) map nine typologies of GCE. 
There was a strong confluence of GCE “types” associated with the neoliberal orientation. 
Yet, across the typologies, the authors described different types of GCE aligned to the lib-
eral orientation and made distinctions in following categories. The neoliberal approach to 
GCE was “the most consistently identified, analyzed, and criticized” (Pashby et al., 2020, 
p. 148). Across the papers, it was possible to identify a consistent description and critique 
of the neoliberal vision related to GCE. (For the references of the publications in this part, 
see Pashby et al. (2020). Major authors who explicitly describe neoliberal principles are: 
Shultz (2007); Gaudelli (2009); Camicia & Franklin (2011; who refer to neoliberal cos-
mopolitanism); and Oxley and Morris (2013; who refer to cosmopolitan economic global 
citizenship).

Stein (2015) describes an entrepreneurial position. Marshall (2011) and Andreotti 
(2014) refer respectively to a technicist (economic) instrumentalist agenda and narra-
tive of GCE. The key principles to describe the role of education in this context are: 
education serves a human capital function (Andreotti, 2014) that is tied to the wider 
knowledge society where expertise is exchanged as a means to further individual and 
national economic development (Stein, 2015). Formal education is a state enterprise, 
and the neoliberal nation-state focuses on national competitiveness (Gaudelli, 2009) 
and maximising the performance of its future citizens towards employability (Andreotti, 
2014). Curricula are driven by competition (Camicia &  Franklin, 2011), academic util-
ity (Gaudelli, 2009) and standardisation (Camicia & Franklin, 2011), employing com-
petency-based approaches (Schattle, 2008). The typologies describe an ideal student as 
self-motivated (Camicia & Franklin, 2011) and entrepreneurial (Camicia & Franklin, 
2011; Andreotti, 2014). Many authors refer to general principles of democracy (Gaud-
elli, 2009) and universal values (Oxley & Morris, 2013), in a single moral community 
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(Schattle, 2008), and sharing common humanity (Andreotti, 2014; Stein, 2015). Key 
principles in a liberal orientation include mutual respect (Stein, 2015), concern (Schat-
tle, 2008), and cultural equality (Oxley & Morris, 2013), or concern for all humanity 
(Gaudelli, 2009). Some authors used the term “soft” GCE to describe approaches based 
on common humanity and a single view of progress where global-justice issues are 
framed and responded to from within a Western status quo (Andreotti, 2006). Other 
authors refer to liberal humanism (Andreotti, 2014; Stein, 2015; Pashby et al., 2020, pp. 
150–151).

In the neoliberal-liberal-critical group collocated by Pashby et  al. (2020), Schattle 
(2008), identifies the different “subtypes” of GCE (neoliberal, liberal multicultural, 
moral cosmopolitan, and environmental) and considers all as essentially adaptations 
within the “wide umbrella” of liberalism. Also, Oxley and Morris (2013) articulate 
a typology of global citizenship that links to both liberal and neoliberal orientations. 
They describe cosmopolitan cultural global citizenship as openness to others from other 
places, an active engagement with a variety of different cultural practices with the aim 
of promoting global competence. They also point out that the globalisation of culture 
itself reinforces English language domination, increases stereotypes, and promotes an 
understanding of Western dominance and an ethical stance toward culture.

The neoconservative-neoliberal-liberal group contains Schattle’s (2008) reflections, 
who finds that the neoliberal discourse of competency aligns GCE with traditional 
school subjects and with basic skills. In the US, this includes an emphasis on traditional 
literacy and on raising standards, by suggesting a neoconservative-neoliberal-liberal 
interface. Schattle (2008, p. 85) notes an impressive paradox whereby “some manifes-
tations of GCE are packaged in ways that can appeal to the political right”. Gaudelli’s 
description (2009) on national global citizenship includes a recentering of the nation 
that maps onto a neoliberal orientation (global-market participation through nation-
state), a liberal approach (international relations), and a neoconservative orientation 
(focus on international relations as part of national security). According to his descrip-
tion (Gaudelli, 2009, p. 153), “in the current context of resurgent nationalisms—par-
ticularly militarized, securitised and intensely xenophobic nationalisms—there is a need 
for further examination of this as a de facto GCE orientation and its potential impacts 
on education and global relations”.

The critical, liberal-critical, critical-liberal-neoliberal, and critical-liberal group 
include “types” of GCE that acknowledge and address social injustices. For instance, 
some scholars acknowledge critical GCE as important but as scarcely evident in prac-
tice (Marshall, 2011; Oxley & Morris, 2013; Schattle, 2008). Others question the roots 
of current mainstream eurocentric notions of global citizenship and cosmopolitanism 
(Stein, 2015). Still others provide a critique of current power structures and modernisa-
tion (Gaudelli 2009) by criticizing Western exploitation and violence (Oxley & Mor-
ris, 2013; Shultz, 2007; Stein, 2015) or by referring to alternative concepts of progress 
(Andreotti, 2014).

In the critical-post-critical typology, the authors collocate scholars who are express-
ing some critiques of the critical approaches. For example, Stein (2015, p. 248) indicates 
that the postcolonial and decolonial approaches are resisting “normative commitments 
and prescriptive futures” and questions the prescriptive and teleological approaches 
to GCE that tend to dominate across many orientations, including critical ones. Also, 
in many anti-oppressive positions, for instance Stein (2015) and Shultz (2007), recog-
nize an oppressive nature of the enactment of symbolic or material violence. Between 
the multiple different kinds of critique, Andreotti (2014, p. 45) affirms the necessity of 
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“other” narratives (non-anthropocentric, non-teleological, non-dialectical, non-univer-
sal, non-Cartesian). However, in her opinion, this will be difficult because most people 
are overly socialized in neoliberal, liberal, and critical discursive orientations.

Furthermore, interesting recent contributions come from scholars who consider GCE 
from a non-Western perspective. Particular stimulation arising from Jooste and Heleta 
(2017), who emphasize the importance of acquiring global competences related to a collec-
tivist vision of the world; from Merryfield (2009), who proposes to improve global educa-
tion and cross-cultural competence in the context of the imperial worldviews that divide the 
world to double consciousness; and from Sharma (2020), who identifies the importance of 
valuing the environment by promoting GCE aimed at improving sustainable development.

Global citizenship education, intercultural education and competences

Intercultural education

Despite the aforementioned theoretical work, development in this field calls out for the 
expansion of these conceptualizations of GCE. In my opinion, the theoretical reflection on 
intercultural education can provide this expansion in both theory and practice. In Europe 
since the 1980s, the most appropriate response to the globalization of human beings and 
their forms of life (increasing combination of multiple uses, customs, languages, behavio-
ral modes, and religions) is identified in the intercultural approach.

Given the multiple changes, risks, and opportunities, intercultural education makes it 
possible to revisit education by appropriately combining the best of the traditional with 
the needs of the present, considering the challenges of the future. As outlined in previ-
ous publications (Portera, 2011, 2017, 2020c), intercultural education can be considered 
as a new Copernican revolution because concepts such as “identity” and “culture” are no 
longer understood in a static way but as dynamic, in constant development and evolution. 
Furthermore, otherness, emigration, and life in a complex and multicultural society are no 
longer viewed as risks of distress or disease but are seen as opportunities for personal and 
collective enrichment. The encounters with the foreign, with the ethnically and culturally 
different subjects, represent the opportunity for comparison and reflection on the level of 
values, rules, and behaviors. In addition, the perception of identity and belonging is no 
longer considered and experienced exclusively or antithetical either-or (e.g., “Are you Ital-
ian or German?”) but multiple and integrated (“I am Italian, German and European”) (see 
also Portera, 2008).

In fact, the intercultural approach builds on positive elements and on the limits of 
previous models. It is placed between universalism (transcultural model) and relativism 
(multicultural model). The transcultural (global or cosmopolite) approach is rooted in the 
theory of cultural universalism (Lukes, 2003). Philosophers of the French Enlightenment, 
primarily Voltaire and Condorcet, originated the idea that the fundamental purposes of 
humanity are identical at all times and in all places. The main educational aims are found 
in an acknowledgment of and respect for cultural commonalities. Although there are many 
advantages to this approach (e.g., educating toward the ideal of equality for all human 
beings, common values, human rights, human needs), there are also several limitations to 
its rather improbable unitary vision of a world that is in reality heterogeneous.
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In praxis, the transcultural approach does not fully take into consideration cultural dif-
ferences, and one’s own cultural values are taken as absolute. In the European origins of 
this model and also in its North American tradition, there is a great risk that Western coun-
tries, due to their economic, linguistic, and political power, will dominate world culture 
in a monopolistic fashion. Further, the global or transcultural approach overemphasizes 
stability and permanence, thereby ignoring current movements and processes of change 
within cultural systems. The final question is: Who should decide whose values are to be 
considered universal?

On the other hand, multi and pluri mean “many” in Latin. Consequently, multicultural 
and pluricultural refer to a sort of “peaceful coexistence of cultures”, based on the prin-
ciple of cultural relativism (Lukes, 2003). This position asserts that all cultural traditions 
are equally “good” and that the choice of one or another is only based on preferences. The 
multicultural approach is related to the concept of the uniqueness of cultures and to the 
immutability of cultural differences. It also responds to the contemporary situation of the 
presence of diverse cultures, both between and within national borders. The main educa-
tional aim is acknowledgment of and respect for cultural diversity.

Next to the many advantages of this model, there are also some limitations:

• Static and rigid idea of culture (i.e. cultures are to be understood and to be respected 
and should not be changed).

• Static identity. Individuals are molded in an unchangeable and immutable identity, 
which stands in contrast to the aim of education itself.

• Epoché, or the suspension of political and moral judgment (i.e. modern anthropolo-
gism).

• Organicism, where each culture is perceived as a single, indivisible organization (as 
mostly associated with the nation-state).

• Absence of evaluation or judging, the idea that cultural practices cannot be criticized 
can lead to the acceptance of violence, genital mutilation, and other forms of dysfunc-
tional behavior. (That is, the ideas of some anthropologists are accepted but cannot be 
sustained from an educational point of view.)

•  Educational strategies that aim only at peaceful coexistence (as in a condominium) 
where everyone has the right to behave in anything the desire within the confines of 
their own culture.

As a result, multicultural educational intervention has been often limited to folksy or 
exotic presentation that has inevitably and increasingly constrained immigrants to their 
“native culture” and to patterns of behaviors that are outdated even in their country of 
origin.

Conscious of strengths and limits in transcultural and multicultural concepts, the inter-
cultural approach considers both and adds the possibilities of encounter, dialogue (com-
munication skills), confrontation, and interaction (relationship between different persons 
where all are active). While multiculturalism evokes phenomena of a descriptive nature, 
referring to the peaceful (side-by-side) coexistence of people from different cultures, and 
transcultural refers to universal rights and values, the addition of the prefix inter- refers 
to interaction that presents the opportunity of exchange and for the eventual modification 
of ideas, values, and behaviors. Following the concept of intercultural education, socie-
ties can be defined as “multicultural” (in the sense that we note the presence of subjects 
with different uses, customs, religions, way of thinking), laws could be defined as global 
(in the sense that it should be valid for all countries of the planet), while the strategy of 
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educational intervention should be intercultural. Whenever possible, education should go 
beyond respect to initiate an interaction with the aim of changing what is considered to be 
inadequate or wrong (e.g., violence, oppression, prejudice).

Research on intercultural competences

The Centre for Intercultural Studies in Verona carried out a research project (Portera, 2017; 
Portera & Milani, 2019; Portera et al., 2020) in order to develop a model of intercultural 
competence based on the existing literature and empirical data and for identifying interven-
tions at the practical-operative and teacher-educational levels. (I prefer to use the term edu-
cation rather than training see also Portera, 2017). The first phase consisted of a systematic 
literature review (Fink, 2010), regarding intercultural competence. The results revealed the 
following:

• Most of the developed models show an Anglo-Saxon influence and individualistic 
approaches oriented toward a Western (Europe and North America) point of view.

• Many of the models included competences, dimensions, and characteristics that were 
not supported by empirical research.

• Most of the models were oriented toward multicultural or transcultural (global) educa-
tion, while very few were actually intercultural models that emphasized the opportuni-
ties derived from encounters, dialogues, and interactions.

In the second phase of the research, practitioners with multi- or intercultural work expe-
rience in a wide range of fields (teaching, business, law, healthcare, and cultural media-
tion) were interviewed, using focus groups (Hennink, 2014) and semi-structured interviews 
(Portera, 2008), about “critical incidents” they had encountered and the successes they had 
experienced. In some cases, the participant observation method (Spradley, 1980) was also 
employed to study intercultural competence on the job. The first results were then analyzed 
and discussed in the focus groups. Based on these findings, a model of intercultural compe-
tence was developed (see Fig. 1).

In the centre is positioned the area of the self that contains the theories of fundamental 
human needs (Portera, 1995, 1998, 2008), quality of life (Albertini, 2000), Pascal’s tetra-
gram, and multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1993). This area also includes the attitudes: 
openness, sensitivity, decentralisation, curiosity, humility, flexibility (management of 
emotions and new situations), respect, responsibility, critical thinking, acceptance, empa-
thy, and congruence. Around the area of the self, in an interactive manner (represented 
with arrows that should in fact link all areas) are positioned the categories of knowledge: 
awareness of the cultural self, knowledge of one’s own culture and the culture of others 
(including context, social roles, impressions, point of view, peculiarities), verbal-linguistic, 
nonverbal and paraverbal knowledge (best if in multiple languages), disciplinary, multidis-
ciplinary and interdisciplinary knowledge. The category of skills includes linguistic and 
communicative (critical thinking, listening, speaking) skills. Also important are the abili-
ties of observation, analyzing and interpreting subjective and empirical reality and estab-
lishing positive social relationships, which implies the ability to evaluate new situations, to 
build stable and trustful relationships, to cooperate and to participate in open and inclusive 
groups, especially in professional contexts (e.g., education, mediation, counselling, and 
therapy).
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Research on citizenship education

The Centre for Intercultural Studies also implemented a research project on citizen-
ship education from an intercultural perspective (Portera et al., 2010) in order to identify 
which approach teachers took to address the concept of EDC introduced by the Council of 
Europe (1999). A self-assessment questionnaire was developed considering three groups 
of questions (Group A, B, and C), referring to the “Tool for Quality Assurance of EDC in 
Schools” addressed by the Council of Europe (Bîrzea et al., 2004), which considers:

• EDC in the curriculum;
• the school climate;
• the management and development of EDC in the school.

Altogether, the questionnaire was submitted to educators in 89 comprehensive institutes, 
46 primary schools, 22 first-grade secondary schools, and 33 private schools in Verona 
and its surrounding province. In addition, we conducted qualitative research, using semi-
structured interviews (Portera, 2008), with the staff of 19 comprehensive institutes (prin-
cipals and/or referents for intercultural education). These researches’ results revealed some 
limitations and critical points regarding EDC and intercultural education:

• Schools failed to effectively promote a participatory attitude among young people.
• Schools were more concerned with the transmission of an established order.
• Students were given a rather passive role and participated in the school’s decision-mak-

ing processes as a formal experience, without practical effects.
• Intercultural education principles were often mentioned only in the presence of “lin-

guistic mediation” and Italian language courses such as L2.
• In the case of conflicts of a cultural nature, emergency, and sporadic interventions of 

“volunteers” were generally used.

Figure 1  Interactive model of intercultural competence
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• For many teachers, EDC emerged as a cosmopolitan vision: Educate everyone to feel 
like citizens of the world.

• EDC was often associated with education in legal issues and respect for rules, “toler-
ance of other cultures”.

• Some respondents believed that conflicts, stereotypes, and prejudices could and must be 
totally eliminated.

Summarizing, many teachers did not (sufficiently) understand the deep meaning or the 
opportunity of EDC, intercultural education or intercultural competence, and nearly all 
complained that they felt inadequately trained for these approaches. Both pieces of research 
erased the need to acquire intercultural competence for becoming an active citizen, aware 
of changes related with globalization, interdependence, social justice, and equity.

In every relationship in human life (especially in the field of communication), inter-
nal and external differences are the norm rather than the exception. According to Bate-
son (1972), every human being develops a way of communication that is highly related to 
their own individual ecosystem, depending on internal (e.g., genetic or hormonal) factors, 
family, school, peers, and other significant relationships. Because verbal, nonverbal, and 
paraverbal communication provides messages linked not only to the semantic meaning but 
also to the context, when an encounter between different minds takes place, problems in 
understanding inevitably result. Misunderstanding and conflict on the level of the context 
(mostly not evident or explicit and more dependent on cultural factors) is particularly dif-
ficult to detect and confront. As stated in previous work (Portera, 2020a), there is today 
a profound need of adequate forms of both education and also in mediation and counsel-
ling. Every relationship between humans should be considered as multicultural. Especially 
in global and multicultural societies, differences between citizens depend not only on the 
obvious differences in nationality and ethnic/cultural origin but also on many other factors 
(gender, social status, political or sexual orientation, power position, etc.). Consequently, 
in the fields of education, mediation, and counselling, being aware of and acquiring inter-
cultural competence is a necessity for every citizen and every professional. Fortunately 
today there are many significant studies and models that can be applied to assist in this 
development.

Final remarks

Considering globalization and interdependence, this article maintains that it is neces-
sary to educate all children and adolescents so that they are prepared to live their lives 
as full citizens. Taking up the several positive aspects of the GCE, and strengthening the 
recent development in the field of intercultural education and intercultural competence, 
I conclude that it is urgently necessary to develop and implement programs of education 
to democratic citizenship that take into account both the universalist and relativist para-
digms. Living in a democratic society requires the assumption of additional knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills. After centuries of violence and warfare in the second millennium, 
humans have the great opportunity to learn to live democratically. To achieve this goal, 
it is necessary to base education on a concept of citizenship that integrates pluralism 
and ethnic, linguistic, religious, and political complexity and that does not promote divi-
sion but rather the multiplication of belonging, and that is able to face conflict humanly.

Multicultural education, intercultural education, and intercultural competence can 
deliver a pre-eminent contribution in this direction. Although schools remain central, 
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education does not just mean schooling. Education should start in the family, continue 
in school, and find its place in the civil society (e.g., mass media, working places, pub-
lic spaces, cultural and political structures). As stated above, to overcame the semantic 
misunderstandings associated with the term“global” (which refers to universal or com-
mune), I suggest using the concept of “intercultural citizenship education” (ICE).. My 
aim is not to coin a new more fashionable term. Using ICE should help scholars, teach-
ers, educators, and citizens to remember the necessity of recognizing and respecting: 
all diversities (not just “cultural” but also power structures, gender, sexual orientation, 
disabilities, etc.) and universal roles, laws, and values.

In addition, using ICE emphasizes the centrality of considering diversity and change 
(both in culture and identity) rather than as a problem, as a necessity, and as a resource 
of promoting interaction through encounter, contact, dialogue, confrontation, and con-
flict resolution. Furthermore, knowledge, attitudes, and skills on ICE should not just 
be transmitted theoretically and assimilated mnemonically but are aimed at “cultural” 
change of teachers and students’ minds, by promoting a new formae mentis. They affect 
and change both the identity and every educational intervention.

The future of democracy and humanity itself is at stake. As Bruner (1991, p. 61) 
stated, “A culture will remain alive only if it is able to resolve conflicts, to explain dif-
ferences and to negotiate common meanings”. I strongly believe that today it is crucial 
to raise awareness not only among educators but also among politicians, administrators, 
and citizens in general, of the urgent need to invest more in developing and promoting 
the concepts of ICE in a truly active, democratic, and participatory way.

At the dawn of the new millennium, neoliberalism, corporate imperialism, ethnic, reli-
gious and cultural conflicts, wars, forced migrations, and climate emergency are placing 
democracy itself at tremendous risk. Where everything is questioned and values appear to 
be negotiable on a daily basis, the great risk is that humans will no longer value the price 
paid by our forebears and will lose the awareness of the great privilege that growing up and 
living in democratic societies entails.
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