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interculturalists prefer to use terms such as “frame” or “lens”.) 
This new research is helping us understand how we perceive 
and interact with people different to ourselves (p. 11). 

This fits in nicely with the poem “Representation” by Shubra 
Shahare (p. 13), Nguyen-Phuong-Mai’s essay on conspira-
cies and fake news (p. 15) and co-editor Kirsten Wächter’s 
article, “White is not a colour, is it?” (p. 19). All three plead 
for keeping the intercultural spirit of uniting by bridging dif-
ferences. We also have a contribution from Milton Bennett, 
who discusses the future of interculturalism (p. 22), coun-
tered by Arjan Verdoor’s provocative piece “Culturalism: the 
elephant in the room?” (p. 24). 

And finally, our columnist, Dan MacLeod, looks at the power
of memory, as experienced by an elephant (p. 27). It’s about 
reflecting as individuals on our own stories, which are
deeply intertwined with personal identity.

There’s much to read, much to learn. Hopefully, a small anti-
dote to our on-going Covid-19 crisis.

Patrick Schmidt
Editor-in-chief

SIETAR Journal

Editor’s comments

Woody Allen’s Humor and Interculturalism

In 1972, Woody Allen wrote and directed the film Everything 
You Always Wanted to Know About Sex* (*But Were Afraid 
to Ask). Critics understood it as a parody on American sex-
ual mores but the movie had a deeper message: to liberate 
the nation from its puritan attitudes toward sexuality through 
humor. The cover of this issue has the same goal. 

The intercultural world is going through major transforma-
tions, tackling questions of racism, in- and out-groups, the 
mysteries of unconscious bias, white privilege, nationalism, 
and “fake news”. Our profession is seeking answers to high-
ly sensitive issues that some would prefer not to deal with. A 
little humor may help some to open up. 

We begin with our interviewee, Svetlana Buko, a Russian 
sociologist who has carried out innovative research in the 
world of cross-border identity. Her interview provides a fas-
cinating look at a prolific thinker, as her work touches the 
deeper layers of historical experience, family narratives, 
economic prosperity, education systems, languages, cross-
cultural interaction and how all these elements affect our 
sense of self and our perception. It starts on page 3.

Closely related is Eithne Knappitsch’s beautiful summary 
of the research being done in the field of unconscious bias. 
Scientists are discovering that all of us are programmed to 
be “biased”. (Because it is seen as a negative term, some 
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severe tone. It is not strange that an ideal leader in Russia 
is usually characterized as a tough but fair tsar. Like any-
one with an imperial consciousness, Russians understand 
their predestination; however, Russia’s destination drasti-
cally differs from that of Europe.”

It’s with this introduction that we present our interviewee, Svetlana 
Buko, a passionate and radiant member of SIETAR Europa. Edu-
cated in the fine arts and trained as a sociologist, she explores 
cross-cultural interactions from the perspective of the Russian 
psyche, one that goes deep into the soul of a people’s persona. 

Let’s begin with the early life experiences that formed 
your present outlook.

I was born in Leningrad, now called St. Petersburg. I was 
raised in a naval family, my father being a captain of nuclear 
submarines. He was stationed at different bases in the former 
Soviet Union, located in the Black Sea, the White Sea, the 
Caspian Sea or the Baltic Sea. This meant we moved quite 
often from north to south. From a very early age on, I couldn’t 
help but observe how Estonia was different from Azerbaijan, 
or Murmansk was different from Sevastopol, and that there 
were so many different peoples, languages, so many differ-
ent educational systems. And then, when I was 15, I attended 
an American high school in southern California for a year. All 
these places really shaped my understanding of the world.

Svetlana Buko

A joyful and penetrative
interculturalist

R
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Interview with

ussian culture has often been perceived by outsid-
ers with a combination of awe and intrigue. Former 

British prime minister Winston Churchill once described 
the country as “A riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an 
enigma” — an unknown land that plays by its own rules, 
often to the detriment of the others. 

All this can be seen in its turbulent history.  Until the mid-13th 
century, Russia had been part of a loose alliance of “Viking” 
nations and considered part of European culture. In 1240, it 
was occupied by the Mongolian horde of Genghis Khan and 
remained under the control of the Tartars until they were over-
thrown in 1480.  The country began to expand, creating a 
huge and wealthy empire, blasting its way into Siberia and 
pursuing the Tartars to their home city of Kazan, consolidat-
ing Russian power in Central Asia. However, never-ending 
tragedies from Ivan the Terrible to War World II, along with 
Stalin’s purges, explain in large part why Russians appear 
to be extremely cautious, as well as suspicious of foreigners. 

Yet the immense suffering has generated the “Russian 
soul”, sharing both the hardship and joys of life expressed 
in music, painting and literature. According to Culture Min-
ister Vladimir Medinsky, the Russian character should be 
understood as neither European nor Asian. Their long, 
painful experiences mean “Russians are never effective 
under European democratic conditions, as they require a 
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My goodness, you really moved around a lot! Did you go 
to special schools for Navy children or the local schools?

Local schools. I was a typical child who grew up in the 
Soviet educational system with the traditional classical cur-
riculum — history, geography, chemistry, literature, Rus-
sian, English, and music. I learned to play the piano, which 
was considered normal.  I say this because when I spent 
my year abroad in California, I sometimes would play the 
piano. Everybody thought I had gone to some private mu-
sic school for gifted children! But it was just my upbringing. 
I was part of the system.

This brings up your stay in the U.S.  After the break-up 
of the Soviet Union you were one of the first Russians 
to go to the USA as an exchange student.  How did you 
manage that?

It was an exchange program for high potential students 
from the former USSR republics, set up by the U.S. State 
Department, and I was lucky to have been selected. The 
high school I went to was in Riverside, east of Los Angeles, 
and I was told it was one of the top 15 schools in the U.S. 
at that time. Upon arriving in California, I had to take a 
placement test and, to my surprise, they put me in the 12th 
grade, the graduating class, where my classmates were all 
two years older than me. 

Did you find it difficult to master the subjects?

To be honest, it wasn’t that difficult. I loved how the classes 
were taught and the teachers were great, always applying 
critical thinking and teamwork approaches. I was amazed 
by the way they would always ask the students how we 
were doing, were we understanding the process. It was an 
ideal culture for learning for me, there were the peer groups 
and also study groups. We had an excellent student body 
president, Erika; she was African American, “Girls-power” 
type of lady, very engaging. And the school was very good 
at integrating new technologies, we had the latest comput-
ers and calculators. All in all, it was an excellent format.

The only difficulty I had was in history because it was taught 
differently. In the classical Soviet school system, it’s all about 
learning facts. I remember when my American teacher talked 
about WWII, I knew everything about it in terms of dates, bat-
tles, Allies. But I quickly learned that wasn’t enough for class 
discussions and assignments. For a homework, my teacher 
asked the class to write about how they felt about the war 
and to my surprise, I failed the assignment, my first F! 

My teacher, Mr. Sartini, then sat down with me and said, 
“I’ll teach you how to think about it. Just tell me what you 
feel.” And this was a completely new way of learning for 
me. I had never been asked what my feelings were. So I 
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Svetlana Buko
— continued 

Mastering a musical instrument, such as 
the piano, was considered a normal part 
of education in the former Soviet Union.

Image by Caroline Veronez on Unsplash
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gave examples from the stories of my two grandmothers who 
had fought in the war and were part of the city siege. I con-
nected the patriotic and human components and explained 
how these stories were told in my family. And this brought me 
a completely different perspective of the war. When I teach 
my intercultural students, I always tell them about this experi-
ence to show them how different educational systems shape 
your mindset and ways of looking at the world.

The way you describe your experiences in California, an 
American might conclude that you were an overachiever?

Oh no, I wouldn’t classify myself as an overachiever. The major-
ity of the things I learned was because I’m curious and have a 
strong desire to understand how we all live. My parents gave me 
much love and told me I could do whatever I wanted. But they 
added, “You’re not a genius, so if you want to achieve something 
in life, you have to work hard.” If I didn’t work hard, I was still go-
ing to be fine but maybe I wouldn’t have what I wanted. That was 
the main discourse in the family.

Another part of my upbringing is that I had amazing mentors, 
friends and supporters around me. Anything I’ve done in life has 
always been thanks to people around me, who encouraged me 
to remain curious, persistent and kind. It’s not like somebody 
told me that you have to learn another language, get a Masters 
or a PhD or become a professor. It just happened very naturally. 

After your year in a U.S. high school, what did you do?

I went back to Russia and started my degree in theory and 
history of art at the University of St. Petersburg. We stud-
ied the collections from the Heritage Museum and Russian 
Museum of Art. It was my key to understanding societies. 
You could observe the evolution of humans through the 
perspective of applied art, fine art, theatre and even avant-
garde art, which, by the way, had been forbidden during 
Soviet times. The school had an amazing group of art his-
torians, many from abroad, who presented different per-
spectives. This degree formed my foundation, my identity 
as a researcher with the focus on cultures and values. 

And of course St. Petersburg is the best place to study 
this, it’s considered the cultural capital of Russia. Peter the 
Great created the city, moving the capital from Moscow to 
St. Petersburg. His idea was simple: to move closer to the 
borders of Europe and design a new vision of life for the 
country. I think that’s often overlooked by foreigners, that 
the city has always been the artistic and intellectual hub of 
Russia, saturated with creativity, innovation, and connect-
ing Russian history to European history. 

We also studied media literacy, which is paramount to my 
research and teaching. This whole concept of reading about 
different countries with sources in different languages and 
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The Summer Palace in St. Petersburg, 
the cultural capital of Russia and sym-
bolic link to European culture.

Photo by Ramon Perucho from Pixabay
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seeing how history, through the stories in the media, could 
be portrayed in different lights. One example I tell my stu-
dents is the question that was asked in my American high 
school history class, “Why did the U.S. win World War II?” 
I shared that in Russian history books “Russians won the 
war”, which came as a big surprise to the American students. 

From you C.V., I read you went to Ukraine after finish-
ing your art studies.

Yes, Ukraine was a start of my career in the International De-
velopment. I got a job as a project manager with IREX (In-
ternational Research and Exchanges Board) NGOs affiliated 
with the U.S. State Department. I consider these five years 
my best time for project management and international HR 
skills development.  My work was chiefly administrating in-
tercultural exchanges with different countries of the socialist 
world [East European countries]. I started to run the Ukrainian 
media partnership program — a coordination of the outlets in 
Ukraine and the U.S. as well as in Russia, Georgia and Mol-
davia — and financing independent, privately-owned media. 

I also monitored discussions on the differences between facts 
and opinions, bias, emotional markers. It’s something I know, 
not learned from a book, but from working with journalists and 
media managers for five years in the USA and in Ukraine. I 
know exactly how “fake news” and “hidden ads” could look 

like because that’s exactly what we monitored as a part of the 
Media Sustainability Index Research (MSI) work. 

It was while observing the different communication styles of 
Ukrainian and American managers and their clashes that I 
asked the simple question “Why?” I was looking for a pro-
gram that would give me intellectual insights into the cross-
cultural management and the flexibility to study this while 
working full time. The Institute of Sociology of the Ukrainian 
Academy of Sciences in Kiev said, “You can use your lan-
guage capacities and collect the data.” This allowed me to 
do my PhD thesis about American-Ukrainian values in inter-
cultural management. In the retrospect I can see that it was 
a great choice. I received excellent guidance and rigor from 
the Research Institute professors and general academic 
freedom of sociological research in the country.

After finishing your PhD, where did you go?
I moved to Sevastopol, where my first husband is from. 
And it was where my father was stationed at one time when 
I completed my middle school. I really loved that naval 
base and the territory as well: rich history, the mountains, 
the Black Sea and multi-cultural community of Crimea.  I 
worked there as a sociologist, gathering research about 
the Ukrainian and American leadership styles. 

One very special country-wide research project I managed 
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Svetlana Buko
— continued 

Picture by Svetlana Buko

Svetlana in front of Hermitage mu-
seum, the day after receiving her 
degree in Art Theory and History.
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at that time was about barriers to female entrepreneurship 
in Ukraine. It was funded by Walden University and Univer-
sity of Phoenix. I worked with the principal investigator, Dr. 
John Johnson from the U.S., and my job was to set up a 
team of 25 Ukrainian sociologists in different parts of the 
country, conduct field research — interviews, focus groups, 
national survey — and identify women who own successful 
small businesses in the country. I really enjoyed conducting 
in-depth interviews and was inspired by shared stories.  

One of the most interesting questions in the study was: “Do 
you consider yourself a successful woman?” In Ukraine, 
that was a somewhat problematic question because the 
word “success” is interpreted on a different scale. In the 
American context, if you say “I own a business, employ 
people and make a profit,” that’s considered success. 
Whereas in Ukraine just running a business, employing 
people and making a profit was not considered success, 
but the normal way of working. Our respondents said suc-
cess is something grand, running a big corporation. 

Later the study was replicated in Poland and Mexico, where 
there were differentiations in the answers. All this was 
quite fascinating and it’s where I significantly strengthened 
my empirical field research and research project manage-
ment skills, by tapping into the unresearched areas on how 
women run small and medium businesses in different parts 

of Ukraine, from Lviv to Kharkiv and from Kyiv to Crimea. 

Let’s talk about Crimea. It was annexed by Russia 
in 2014. At that time, it was reported that 65% of the 
population were ethnic Russians, 24% were Ukrainians 
and about 11% were Crimean Tatars. What then is the 
dominant culture — Ukrainian or Russian? From what 
I have read, the territory historically was considered 
to be Russian until General Secretary Khrushchev at-
tached it to Ukraine in 1954, in order to bind Ukraine 
permanently to Russia.  

I was in Crimea in 2014-15, eye-witnessing the change of 
the political system, and I worked with foreign journalists 
who were reporting on this change. 

Concerning your question on dominant culture, my take is multi-
layered. I will outline the larger framework I use for conceptual-
izing the approach to the territorial disputes and borders. First, 
we need to remember that history is written by the winners. Like 
with any other disputed territory, the question depends on the 
historical point of departure1. This is the first component to con-
sider. I have researched other conflicts and visited places like 
1 Note from editor:  Crimea was a Turkish Tatar state until 1783, 
when it was absorbed by the Russian empire. In 1954, it was at-
tached to the Ukrainian Soviet Republic. Then, in 2014, it became 
part of the Russian Federation
 

SIETAREUROPA  Journal    March -  May  2021

Svetlana Buko
— continued 

The concept “success” has a completely 
different meaning for businesswomen in 
Ukrainine, Poland, Mexico and the U.S.A.

Picture by Gert Altmann on Pixabay
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Abkhazia, Transnistria, Northern Cyprus, Nagorno-Karabakh 
and I think territorial disputes should be addressed through 
multi-layered perspectives, since there are many issues. 

The second component is the narratives of the local people 
who experienced the movement of the borders, the forma-
tion, or re-formation of  identity and how this registers in 
the political narrative during and after the territorial dis-
putes.  And there’s the question of how language relates 
to one’s identity. Has it been prohibited and replaced by 
another language but preserved within the family?  These 
narratives are deep, and listening to the stories from both 
sides brings a lot out that is never told in the history books. 

Many of these stories are rooted in the perceptions of families. 
What we hear from parents and grandmothers and grandfa-
thers about “us and them” is usually what shapes our per-
spective. If there was bloodshed, forced dislocation, ethnic 
cleansing or anything related to minimizing the rights of the 
minority, this is never forgotten. There is always a lot of pain, 
trauma, and tensions in the territorial disputes – collective 
memories and contested histories — there are always sev-
eral narratives on different sides of the borders.  If we don’t 
make an effort, we usually get to know one side of the story. 

For example, after the breakup of USSR I’ve travelled to 
and lived in many places in the former Soviet Union –  New 

Independent States (NIS) with their constitutions, rules and 
laws. I was always aware of what language I used. When 
I came back to visit Tallinn during my university years in 
Estonia, it was much better to speak English than Russian.

Similar thing in Ukraine, in Georgia: it’s about respect for 
local languages and recognition of histories, and awareness 
of the negative and positive legacies of former empires.  
There are some similarities here in the ex-Yugoslav territo-
ries – Slovenia, Bosnia, Croatia, Serbia, and on the Italian-
Slovenian border where I am based now – with the Istrian 
exodus historical chapter. Never simple, very complex! 

The third important aspect within the disputed territories 
and moved borders is an economic component, which was 
the topic of my talk at the SIETAR Europa conference in 
Leuven (2019). Making a living could be a reason to over-
come the contested  historical past. People might accept 
the fact that there were issues in the past, but once they 
are doing business, they are more driven by the future and 
potential prosperity. And sometimes, in the border regions, 
it’s not even a choice, but a necessity. It’s not just about 
learning and speaking a language, it’s about adjustment for 
the sake of existing, putting food on the table.

How then do you put all these components together 
and gain an objective picture of the culture?
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Svetlana Buko
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Picture by Svetlana Buko

Svetlana witnessing the peninsular 
annexation by Russia during the 
“Crimean Spring”.
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In my view and from my experience, It’s practically impos-
sible to unpack the complexity of perceptions by yourself 
because we draw from our culturally-biased ways of ex-
plaining it – always better to work as a research team. One 
solution is to have several narrative layers. When listening 
to people and searching for the reasons behind their be-
haviors, there should be a team: a local person, a regional 
person and a person from the outside. This tri-level ap-
proach is wise because it minimizes bias. While it’s more 
difficult working in an intercultural team, it’s really much 
more productive in terms of gaining more perspective.  I 
have always worked in the intercultural teams and found it 
extremely rewarding and interesting. 

Right now I teach intercultural management and do research 
on the impact of a tri-border region — Slovenia-Italy-Austria 
— and the intercultural cross-border competencies develop-
ment. Interestingly, the Italian city of Gorizia and the Slovenian 
city of Nova Gorica are located right on the Italian-Slovenian 
border in the heart of Europe. Not knowing the history of the 
territory, for an outsider, it might look like one urban space: 
continuity of streets, common square, shared green spaces. 
Once historical chapters are added, we see that this territory 
has many historical points of reference — Austro-Hungarian, 
Italian, Yugoslavian, Slovenian — where borders were mov-
ing and shifting.  As I mentioned before, this is never easy for 
the locals.  Gorizia and Nova Gorica are united by the years 

of history and threads of memories from different generations. 
In all, the tri-border territory is very complex. 

Now if I want to live and unpack the actual intercultural ex-
perience in this tri-border area, do I have to speak three lan-
guages — Italian, Slovenian and German? And from which 
perspective do I examine the area — Italian, Yugoslavian or 
Austro-Hungarian? Each will give you a different viewpoint. 

Let’s talk about the impact of the pandemic on the town. 
When the virus came, the Italian and Slovenian authori-
ties set up a fence right in the middle of the city, some-
thing that was unimaginable before. What happened? 

The decision of closing the national borders was for reasons of 
safety, basic measures to stop the virus spread. It was not done 
at the local level in the border province, since national-border 
decisions are always made in the capitals: Rome and Ljubljana. 
They often don’t have the detailed vibe of what’s actually hap-
pening at the border. The two mayors of Gorizia (Italy) - Nova 
Gorica (Slovenia)  knew much better the daily cross-border 
transit of people within the territory, that is getting to work or 
taking kids to school on both sides of the border. They had to 
implement the decision made in Ljubljana and deal with uneasy 
consequences on both sides of the border. 

What is very important to identify is that, before the pandemic, 

Svetlana Buko
— continued 

Picture by Svetlana Buko

Svetlana on the Slovenian side of Gorizia-
Nova Gorica, separated from reporters on 
the Italian side by a border fence.
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Svetlana Buko
— continued 

there were only stories of the old Yugoslav border, minor physi-
cal remnants – old poles, empty checkpoints. In March 2020, 
the border reappeared within a matter of days. When you think 
about borders, it’s the pure sociology of small groups and their 
communication patterns of “us vs. them”, which is a natural phe-
nomenon.  In spring 2020 people in Gorizia-Nova Gorica were 
asking questions, such as “Why is the border here? How is it go-
ing to impact relationships, perceptions and businesses?” Inter-
estingly, amidst all the turmoil, finger-pointing and border-closure 
grumbling, local people made daily effort to stay connected and 
friendly. A Go2025 team of cross-border enthusiasts turned this 
challenge into an opportunity and this area was awarded the sta-
tus of EU Capital of Culture 2025.  I use all the recent border sto-
ries for my teaching now, and students really enjoy hearing them.  

Often, the perception of what’s happening depends on who you 
ask – there are many different types of people here on the bor-
der. For example, there is a Slovenian minority living on the 
Italian side, a minority that has always lived there as the border 
shifted. Also, historically, state border between Italy and Yugo-
slavia  was protected by a lot of soldiers on the Italian side, 
many of whom came from the south. We all know that culture 
and demographics are different in Italy [North and South]. On 
top of this, you have an international community. 

So when you cross the border and want to get an idea of what’s 
happening, you need to ask yourself who you are talking to. Are 

you talking to a southern Italian, a Slovenian-Italian citizen, Friulian, 
Istrian, or a foreigner? As an outsider-researcher, I found this fas-
cinating, since there are many different narrative lines linked to the 
demographics.  I teach this framework to my Slovenian students: 
global, national regional level; historical, geographical, cultural, 
political perspectives. As for the future, I don’t know if this current 
border crisis will unite or divide people. I’m an observer, not from 
ex-Yugoslavia or Italy, so I bring in an outsider’s perspective.

Lastly, SIETAR — how do you view it?

I think SIETAR is a great network. I’ve been a member of SI-
ETAR Europa for the last five years and also worked closely 
with members in Italy and Austria. Generally speaking, SIETAR 
is a network of consultants. But I think that’s changing. Barbara 
Covarrubias Venegas was organizing events for the Dublin con-
gress and added a research track. I’m very happy about that.

Even during this lockdown, SIETAR has allowed me to con-
nect with like-minded people throughout the world. And it has 
organized webinars that bring in very interesting people from 
Asia and U.S. Together with my colleague Dr. Eithne Knap-
pitsch [SIETAR Austria], we connected with SIETAR USA and 
organized webinars about cross-border education.  It’s so en-
riching, really amazing to connect and share best practices and 
learn from other Sietarians. All I can say is I’m happy there’s an 
organization like SIETAR that makes all this happen.

Interviewed by Patrick Schmidt

Picture by Gert Altmann from Pixabay

SIETAR is a great network for 
like-minded people to connect.
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Understanding 
Unconscious Bias
Insights from Neuroscience
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Understanding the nature of unconscious bias, its impli-
cations and how to reduce or correct it, is becoming an 
increasingly popular part of corporate training.

What is unconscious bias?
Numerous studies have documented the far-reaching impact 
biases can have in the workplace — and there is plenty of 
scope for more, considering there are over 200 identified 
cognitive biases! Put simply, unconscious bias is a bias in 
judgement or behaviour that occurs below our conscious 
awareness or control. Sometimes referred to as hidden bias 
or blind spot, it is primarily negatively connoted, which ex-
plains why some intercultural professionals prefer to use 
terms such as ‘frame’ or ‘lens’ rather than talk about ‘bias’. 

How does unconscious bias work?
The brain functions like a perceptual lens, filtering incoming 
stimuli and categorizing it based on experiences, environmen-
tal influences and preferences developed over time. The brain’s 
circuitry follows certain paths and patterns to save on cognitive 
resources. This is a necessary part of the brain’s evolutionary 
design – generating frames and filters to ease the intake of infor-
mation, while retaining key information necessary for survival.

This set of preestablished filters, formed through experience 
or memories, and most often associated with pleasure or 
pain (anxiety), essentially influences how each person sees, 

hears and interprets the environment around them. The 
brain seeks to use cognitive resources efficiently and relies 
on previously saved and learned processes, automatically 
placing individuals and things into ‘categories’. 

These processes are so deeply engrained in the unconscious 
that we are unaware of their influence; with the consequence 
that they are difficult to access and change. Srini Pillay (2011), 
for example, suggests that the unconscious part of the brain is 
responsible for up to 50% of our daily decisions. As soon as a 
bias is formed, the brain falls back into this pattern of thinking, 
by which our biases are reinforced and reactivated.

Does neuroscience shed light on unconscious bias?
While several studies provide evidence of the discriminatory 
or unwanted effects of unconscious bias, in the past empiri-
cal testing was criticised for providing contradictory results 
or lacking comprehensive measurements. Recent advances 
in neuroscience, however, are shedding new light on the 
cognitive processes of the brain, while neuroimaging is liter-
ally shining a light on the parts of the brain responsible for 
unconscious processing. 

Studies using magnetic resonance imagining (MRI), a brain 
scan showing up our neural wiring, have revealed implicit 
brain activity triggered by faces or race. Researchers have 
recently shown how knowledge from our social environment 

Image by Chenspec from Pixabay
by Eithne Knappitsch
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can bias how we perceive each other — not only based on 
appearance, but also on what we know about a person, for 
example, in terms of their heterosexuality or homosexuality 
(Afdile et al. 2019). 

Afdile et al. show that the brain can develop biases based on 
learned knowledge and react in a biased way to these traits. 
As culture is learned, it seems clear that biases based on 
learned cultural knowledge can affect how we perceive and 
behave with others.

Can intercultural professionals apply the findings of 
neuroscience to their work?
Neuroscience both validates and provides a strong founda-
tion for the work of intercultural professionals. Current find-
ings indicate that unconscious bias affects our interactions, 
but also shows that neuroplasticity means we can conscious-
ly engage with and steer certain processes in the brain. 

Intercultural training should focus on helping individuals and 
organisations understand how the brain works and why uncon-
scious processing happens, examining practices and activities 
that lead to increased awareness of the different brain states 
and ways to override them. Intercultural trainers could draw 
on neuroscience, for example, to discuss the processes taking 
place in the brain when we interact with people different to our-
selves (in-group and out-group dynamics), when we are expe-

riencing stress or conflict, or how our biases affect our thinking 
and communication, as well as the techniques we can use to 
engage more consciously in our interactions with others. 

Being able to consciously shift brain states helps estab-
lish new neuropathways that lead to more open and posi-
tive behaviours and communication. Perspective taking 
exercises can be used to increase empathy, while apply-
ing thinking tools to consciously activate the neocortex or 
‘higher brain’ can lead to increased cognitive flexibility and 
more conscious decision-making. As this field of research 
is still in its infancy, it is advisable to remain cautious of 
overly enthusiastic and partly unsubstantiated claims.

Literature:
Afdile, M., Jääskeläinen, I.P., Glerean, E., Smirnov, D., Alho, J., Äimälä, A., & Sams, 
M. (2019). Contextual knowledge provided by a movie biases implicit perception of the 
protagonist. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 2019, 519-527.
Pillay, S (2011). Your Brain and Business: The Neuroscience of Great Leaders. New 
Jersey: Pearson Education
Gutsell, J. N., & Inzlicht, M. (2010). Empathy constrained: Prejudice predicts re-
duced mental simulation of actions during observation of outgroups. Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, 46(5), 841-845.
Hughes B. L., Ambady A., Zaki, J. (2016). Trusting outgroup, but not ingroup mem-
bers, requires control: neural and behavioral evidence. Social Cognitive and Affec-
tive Neuroscience, 2016, 1-10

First published in the IACCM / SIETAR Espana Knowledge Bite series. The Knowl-
edge Bite Publication series is hosted by the IACCM (In ter na tio nal As so cia ti on of 
Cross-Cultural Com pe tence and Ma nage ment, based at Vienna University of Busi-
ness & Economics - WU Wien), an academic forum for experts in all fields of re-
search who take an interest in and are concerned with cross-cultural topics. 
Reprinted by permission.
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A poem

Representation
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by Shubra Shahare

When they ask about the silk and the spices and the jewels and 
the colours and the festivals. When they ask about the elephant 
headed god and the monkey god and the ganja smoking dread-
locked god. When they ask about saris and turbans and bindis 
and ayurvedic massage. When they ask about gandhi-be-the-
change-you-wish-to-see. When they ask about cricket and royal 
dynasties and sometimes the British Raj and very rarely the parti-
tion. When they ask about om and Slumdog Millionaire and cows. 

When they ask: you laugh, you frown in concentration, you explain.

When they ask about bollywood and ghee and Priyanka Chopra 
Jonas and samosas and chai. When chai is not chai anymore 
but chai latte.  When they ask about y- they don’t ask about 
yoga anymore. When they ask about gurus and ashrams and 
Eat, Pray, Love. Now they also ask about Wild Wild Country on 
Netflix.  When they ask about meditation and the sitar and curry.  
When they ask about the taj mahal and naan bread when it is 
just naan.  

When they ask: you are patient, you are understanding, you are 
in control of your emotions.

When they ask about hindu but mean hindi and vice versa. When 
they ask about The God of Small Things and Salman Rushdie 
and Hasan Minhaj.  When they ask about Apu and Hadji and 
Mowgli and reincarnation. When namaste is not just something 
you say to your aunts and uncles and grandparents and neigh-

bours and the vegetable seller and the Uber driver but the divine 
in me honours the divine in you. 

When they ask: you nod, look at the time on your phone and say 
oh-is-that-the-time?

When they ask about big fat weddings and arranged marriage 
and the Netflix show Indian Matchmaking. When they ask about 
Never Have I Ever on Netflix and Mindy Kaling and Kamala Har-
ris. When they ask about poverty and corruption and the caste 
system. When they ask about open defecation and illiteracy and 
rapes and dowry and female foeticide and rapes and poverty and 
emigration and rapes and poverty and poverty and poverty. 

When they ask: you answer as a sole entity. Particular. 

And think about all the stuff

They Don’t Ask About (Among Other Things):

coffee, any religion other than Hinduism, developing world woke-
ness, any language other than Hindi, Thums Up & Maggi, caste 
based oppression, the proper way to pronounce Taj Mahal, Sik-
kim, Andaman & Nicobar Islands, the difference between Hindu 
and Hindi, what you consider exotic, Ghoul on Netflix, Sairat on 
Netflix, Bulbbul on Netflix, how it really feels to live in their country, 
your opinion on Hip Hop, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar.
Shubhra Shahare is a mental health counsellor from India, currently based in 
Nieuw-Vennep in The Netherlands.

Image by Yolanda Coerver from Pixabay
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Reflecting on the poem “Representation”

Teaching Ideas for 
your classroom
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by Kirsten Wächter

I found that the poem on the preceding page is extremely 
rich in ideas and resources for teaching and doing some re-
search about the things mentioned has also opened my eyes 
more for how little I know about Indian culture still. So we 
decided to include it in our Journal for its quality and beauty, 
but also because it raises some key questions about uncon-
scious bias, how to approach people from other cultures and 
story-telling and story-listening. Key questions which are at 
the heart of intercultural discourse and training as well. 

How can we use a poem like this in the classroom?

I have recently provided an online workshop to intercultural 
trainers in India, and we discussed how India is portrayed in the 
Western media. When I read the poem, a lot of the cultural ref-
erences Shahare made rang home, from the exotic backdrop of 
Hollywood movies to the copious reports on rape on television.

So my first idea for the classroom would be to ask students 
to identify the references made and to group them. They 
could even make a collage with pictures from movie scenes 
or of the people and books mentioned. This would be a huge 
tapestry not of India, but of how people outside India, west-
erners in particular, perceive this country.

From there, you could follow some of the demystification and 
disentanglement that is going on – the difference between 

language and religion, for example, or the fact that India is 
a multi-religious country and also the question of cultural 
appropriation (e.g. chai tea). You can also steer the lesson 
towards a deconstruction of the media-shaped gaze and on 
unconscious bias: Why do we see India in this way? What is 
typically Indian for us? How is India constructed as an exotic 
culture like from a western perspective?

The reactions that she puts in to break between the parts 
make us share how she feels; they invite the reader to change 
perspectives and put ourselves in her shoes, at the receiving 
end of (unconscious) bias.

In the last part of her poem, Sharare suggests some things that 
are more important for her when it comes to Indian culture and 
identity. Again, students would have to research what these ref-
erences are about. Then, these could be contrasted against the 
stereotypes that are mentioned earlier, e.g. the home-made se-
ries on Netflix like Ghoul or Sairat versus US-American products 
like Wild, Wild Country and Temple of Doom, challenging the 
story-telling of the inside gaze and the outside view. As a follow-
up, you can also ask your students to find other examples.

Sharare also talks about problems in Indian society and it might 
be worth exploring those – not the sensationalist ones that make 
news on prime-time TV, but the ones like caste-based oppression 
that really shape the society but are more complex to delve into.

Image by Gerd Altmann from Pixabay
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Conspiracies, Fake 
News and my Role 
as an Interculturalist

by Nguyen-Phuong-Mai

judgement. While I do have the right to be angry and disgusted, 
the first step is to understand what it is and what causes it. 
So I spent a good number of days researching on fake news 
and conspiracies. The knowledge I gained – which I’m going to 
share with you – stopped me just one step from plunging into 
a dangerous spiral of aggravated emotional clash with those 
around me who believe and transmit fake news.
 
So, what are conspiracies and fake news? 
Here is what I learned. 

Conspiracies generally have three “hallmarks”: (1) They imply a 
secret network of people or organizations with (2) evil purposes 
such as domination, and (3) spread around with fake news. 

Many conspiracies are the result of a blame game in which a 
cultural group becomes the scapegoat, justifying the reason 
why a country is falling. Throughout history and in our current 
societies, Jews, Muslims, and immigrants have been blamed 
for political and economic downfalls. Recently, Chinese immi-
grants have also become the target, being seen as extended 
arms of the Chinese government in their plot to dominate the 
world. It’s a knee-jerk discrimination. Many people of Japanese, 
Korean, and Vietnamese backgrounds were seen as Chinese 
and physically attacked. 

Of all the three features of conspiracies, fake news is extremely 

The recent U.S. election has exposed the disastrous impact of 
conspiracies and fake news, way beyond its national border. Like 
many others, interculturalists were deeply involved, and rightfully 
so. Now that the situation has much settled down, I’d love to 
share some insights and reflection of what has created a storm 
that will probably still influence our societies for years to come. 

At the beginning, it was shock and disgust. I was speechless to 
find out that some people I know so well or admire so much could 
so hopelessly fall for fake news and conspiracies. When I cor-
rected them, I was first ignored, then shown sympathy because 
I was “so blind”, and this quickly turned into impatience and an-
noyance because I was “the others”. Being pushed to the edge, I 
took a step back and forced myself to have some reflection.  

I had to remind myself that my mission is to unite and bridge dif-
ferences. Outside the training room, it’s easier said than done, 
because I become an actor on the battle field. Despite my profes-
sion to be a mediator, when the attack is on my own values, the 
natural reaction is to curse, reject, confront, and condemn those 
ugly comments and fake news from white supremacists, neo-
Nazis, right-wing extremists, conspiracy believers, or in some 
cases, fervent Trump supporters. It could be the right thing to do, 
but here is the question I asked myself: As an interculturalist, is 
that the best thing to do?

And so, I realized, this profession demands me to hold my 

Photo by Mika Baumeister on Unsplash
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Conspiracies, fake news... 
— continued

important because they turn a “thought” or “suspicion” into 
a full-fledged plot presented as facts. Fake news could be 
anything from satire, click baits, to content that is falsified, 
made-up or placed out of context. Fake news travels 6 
times faster than facts. Those who are above 65 years old 
with conservative viewpoints are more likely to believe fake 
news. However, the most vulnerable group are 66% of us 
who frequently get news from social media. Ironically, we are 
aware that social media is not reliable, yet, we keep coming 
back for facts. It’s like an addiction, we know it is bad, but we 
can’t help avoiding it. 

But why do conspiracies exist?   
“Happy, “surprised”, “sad”, “disgusted”, and “angry” are hu-
man’s basic emotions. But above all, “fear” is the most pow-
erful mechanism that helps us to avoid danger and survive. 
The brain’s amygdala responds to all emotions, but activates 
the quickest and strongest to fear. Naturally, conspiracies 
with its fear-provoking nature grab our attention first and 
foremost. From an evolutionary point of view, bad trumps 
good, and that’s how humans have successfully survived.  

However, over thousands of years, this survival mechanism 
has been evolved and built to serve a tribal life on the savan-
nah. Modern life constantly bombards us with overloaded 
and never-ending information, including threat signals that 
could send the amygdala into a chronic state of activation. To 

avoid this situation, the brain simplifies those floods of informa-
tion and creates a meaningful pattern. It is an answer to calm us 
down, giving us the feeling we are back in control. 

While essentially a bias by nature, this pattern-making is a sur-
vival cognitive ability that has helped humans to advance. The 
brain is basically a pattern-making/stereotype machine. It cre-
ates all kinds of short-cuts, from looking at a cloud and imagining 
a cat, to assuming that our German counterpart would be a “dis-
ciplined” person. Many cultural indexes and frameworks in our 
discipline are based on this principle of pattern-making, with the 
purpose to simplify and making sense of a very complex world. 

However, patterns are almost always simplified versions of re-
ality, and more often than not, plainly wrong. When making a 
pattern, we may connect the dots that are irrelevant or falsified. 
Just because these dots are meaningful to us doesn’t mean 
they are essential in the big picture. Fake news plays a crucial 
role in providing information that we may collect and assume as 
significant elements of what the world should look like. 

And how are conspiracies perpetuated?
Conspiracies spread through many other bias mechanisms, i.e. 
mental shortcuts that help us to make sense of the world. 

The first mechanism is called “illusory truth effect”. The brain 
accounts for only 2% of our body weight, but needs 20% of the 

The fear mechanism finds it roots 
in  our survival instinct.
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Conspiracies, fake news... 
— continued 

Conspiracies with its nature of dividing the world into us vs. them fit 
into this social need. Anyone would feel an immense source of sup-
port and empowerment if the people around think the same idea, 
speak the same voice, and fight for the same purpose. On the inter-
net, networks of conspiracies provide that exact communal need, act-
ing as safety islands and oases for like-minded people, regardless of 
where they are. Further, because we rely on our ingroup to survive, we 
are more likely to trust information coming from this community. One 
in six people admitted to believing what their friends share on social 
media. Conspiracies and fake news simply abuse that trust. 

Apart from these biases, there are many other mechanisms that 
contribute to the perpetuation of conspiracies and fake news. 
For example, they spread due to a lack of knowledge, a lack of 
transparency, when we need a quick answer, when we are un-
der impact of emotions such as anger, or when we are already 
committed and don’t want to backtrack. The bottom line is, bi-
ases are necessary evils. They are shot-cuts that have helped 
our ancestors survive, but in the modern era, they could also 
lead us to undesirable destinations. 
 
How may an interculturalist respond? 
Having taken the first step of understanding what is it and what 
causes it, the first thing I forced myself to do is to be brutally 
honest and accept that I am biased. The nature of this profes-
sion may incline me towards a more liberal worldview that in 
certain cases, creates blind spots of judgement. So I asked my-

In a crisis, a lot of false information 
spreads as fast as a virus.

Image by Ruth Burrows on Unsplash

energy. Hence, one of its working principles is to favor stimuli 
that are easy to digest. This means whatever is familiar to us will 
get into our head much easier. It partly explains why we have in-
group bias, value collectivism, and (sub)consciously favor those 
who share similar backgrounds. However, this mechanism also 
means “brainwashing” works, including conspiracies and fake 
news. As long as they are repeated again and again, they be-
come truth. Social media gives this a boost, with not only fre-
quency but also intensity of fake news, creating the illusory truth 
quicker than ever. 

The second mechanism is “confirmation bias”. We affirm the es-
sence of our existence with personal identities and values. Infor-
mation that resonates with these identities and values is more 
attractive, and hence, easier to be collected in the process of 
creating a meaningful pattern. Since conspiracies reflect a strong 
belief of what the world looks like, both facts and fake news that 
resonate with this belief will be glued together much quicker to 
confirm the belief ever more. We see only what we want to see.

The third mechanism is “social need”. Humans are herd animals, in 
the sense that we could only survive if supported by a community. 
Without this social environment, be it a human or animal one, a 
human is likely to die. This explains why stories like Tarzan make 
sense, why the term “individualism” is technically incorrect, and 
why we can question Maslow’s hierarchy of need because it places 
“love and belonging” in the third tier and not the most basic one. 
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self: Have I listened and tried to be objective? Have I exercised 
empathy and perspective-taking? Am I in any sense biased? Am 
I taking any of my privilege as granted while giving judgement?  

This reflection forced me to face the second challenge: respond-
ing with kindness. On the one hand, it’s absolutely natural to give 
harsh judgement. On the other hand, as an interculturalist, I re-
alized that anger, frustration, rejection, condemnation, or punish-
ment may go fast, but not necessarily far. Like a boomerang, it can 
come back and hurt us with even more divided societies, hatred, 
and underground movements. After all, people may not change 
and reject fake news with kindness, but at least, the gap between 
us does not widen, and they may walk away thinking “Oh, the other 
side is actually not so bad”.  

And as I figured out and shared with you in this article, such an 
attitude or behavior is probably rooted in the anxiety when fac-
ing overloaded and never-ending floods of information. It may 
come from the fear that identities, values and life opportunities 
are compromised. It could happen due to a lack of a meaning-
ful and supportive community. It could very well be the result of 
distrust towards the government and the lack of transparency. 
For example, if we look for that grain of truth, we may realize 
that Deep State could be a conspiracy, but political corruption 
and opportunism are real. To put it simply, conspiracies and fake 
news are destructive and wrong, but their root causes deserve 
attention and not rejection. 

Forcing myself to be kind then helped me to ask if some people 
are partly victims or totally culprit? To what extent they deserve my 
compassion and not anger? Forcing myself to be kind also helped 
me to be more professional in my reaction. As an interculturalist, 
did I bridge any differences? Did I unite anything or anyone? 

This personal journey has been uneasy and bumpy. But I de-
veloped immensely from it. Most importantly of all, it has sug-
gested that I may want to keep the intercultural spirit in even 
non-professional aspects of life. I may distance, but I can also 
approach. I may want to punish, but I can also console. I may 
want to condemn, but I can also offer compassion. I may want to 
point out differences, but I can also reveal similarities. 

So I invite you to join this journey with me and share your insight. 
And this could simply start by next time when we see someone 
spreading fake news, then challenge ourselves to ask questions 
with kindness, rather than confront those who attack us with what 
we assume as facts. 
---
Dr. Nguyen-Phuong-Mai is associated professor at Amsterdam School of In-
ternational Business. She is known for working as a bridge between cross-
cultural communication and the field of neuroscience. Following her study at 
King’s College London in a Master program on Applied Neuroscience, in 2020, 
she published her latest book “Cross-Cultural Management with Insights from 
Brain Science”. She continues the discussion in this article at https://www.
linkedin.com/in/culturemove/ She can be reached at CultureMove@Culture-
Move.com 

Photo by  Bekky Bekks on Unsplash

Responding with kindness instead of harsh 
judgement can generate sometimes a sur-
prising reaction among polarized people.

Conspiracies, fake news... 
— continued 
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White is not 
a colour, is it?
Interculturalists and white privilege 

by Kirsten Wächter

At one of SIETAR Europa’s anti-racist webinars, I noticed 
how difficult it seems to be for a lot of my white intercultur-
alist colleagues to admit that they are privileged because 
they are white. I wondered why it was so difficult for us to 
see that we benefit from being white in a predominantly 
white environment. 

Maybe it is because that would require us to leave our 
comfort zone. Or maybe it is because we are the “good 
guys (sic)”: as interculturalists, we work against discrimi-
nation, we try to help people to understand cultures bet-
ter, so how can we discriminate or be racist?

At school, in my history lessons, I learned to apply 
Quellenkritik, which translates as critique of the source: 
When reading a text, I always need to challenge the po-
sition of the writer. What is their stance? What is their 
intention? What is their background and motivation? (A 
technique that helps a lot in the debate today as so many 
opiniated and manipulative pieces of writing are taken at 
face value instead of seeing them for what they are: pro-
paganda).

However, we need to start with that by challenging or own 
position: Where do I write from? What is my agenda? This 
is expected to be done by people of colour, but by white 
people? White seems to be normalised, so white people 

do not see to discuss what is ‘normal’. And this is where 
we need to start, so I am going to share my position.

I was born a white woman into a mainly white society. 
I work in an environment where women are in the ma-
jority (language and culture), so I experience only little 
discrimination from that end. I am aware that I get a lot 
of jobs because I belong to the same ethnic group as the 
people who hire me. In the English training field, I have 
been discriminated against because I am not a pure na-
tive speaker of English. 

My stance here is the view of an angry white person chal-
lenging the denial that a lot of white people live in when 
it comes to their own role in supporting an unfair system, 
however unintentional this seems to be. Now, what is your 
position? Is it similar to mine? Or do you see yourselves 
as a victim of misunderstanding? Do you argue that it was 
not your fault you were born white? That you cannot help 
it and, of course, that you think racism is bad? 

Of course, we can argue that looking at biology none of 
us is black or white when we just look at our DNA. But 
we are not talking about biology here, are we? We are 
talking about a socio-political construct and its cultural im-
plications which mean that even people who, biologically 
speaking, would be three-eighths white or half white, are 

Image by Alexandra Haynak from Pixabay
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perceived and categorised as Black (see Barack Obama). 
And with that classification, racism starts. Maybe we 
should start by talking about White with a capital W, as a 
socio-political construct as well to get to the root of this. 

Comments during the during the webinar revealed that 
race is not viewed as a political issue in many countries 
of Europe, it is seen as a US-American problem. Really? 

Look at the companies’ recruitment policies and tell me 
racism does not exist. Check the school grades and rec-
ommendations non-white children get and tell me racism 
is not a European issue. The idea of equality is one that 
may be inscribed into the legal and political system of a 
country, but it does not reflect reality.

As a result of my job, I need to travel a lot and I started 
reflecting on how I am seen by others. I am mostly per-
ceived as a German, and I receive positive and nega-
tive feedback because of that, depending whether people 
see Germans as aggressive Nazis or great engineers and 
footballers. That is, when I travel the world as a white 
German.  

If I travelled the world as a Black German, I would be seen 
as Black. Not as German. People would be surprised or 
even shocked to learn that I am German. Yet, the appar-

ent invisibility of white as a colour does not mean it is 
not there. We need to learn to see it: When I talk to cli-
ents about jobs, most of them are white. So there is this 
unspoken acceptance that we both belong to the same 
in-group. Am I aware that this increases my chances of 
getting the job?  Yes. Would I step back in favour of a 
non-white colleague? Well — can I not answer that ques-
tion?

For me, one of the interculturalist root problems is that in-
terculturalism (and we know, any -isms are dangerous as 
they imply ideologies) is mostly a white field, and its key 
figures are white males: it is mainly white people analys-
ing, categorising and interpreting other (non-white) cul-
tures, often from western European and Anglo-American 
viewpoints. 

In quite a few books and article series on intercultural 
issues, experts are interviewed on different cultures. but 
the majority of the experts interviewed are white people 
who studied the culture in question, not people from the 
culture studied. I would not even argue that this was done 
on purpose: maybe the writers just happened to know 
these people, they were at hand, but they also belong to 
the same in-group as the writer and the intended audi-
ence, so there seems to be the unspoken belief that they 
could explain things better.
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White is not a colour... 
— continued

“Les Médecins“ — 1867 illustration by Gustave Doré

White privilege is can be viewed by some as a 
position of patronising and benevolence: “I’m here 
to help.”, while ignoring the worldviews of others.
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Because this is something white interculturalists seem to 
do: we revert to a position of patronising and benevo-
lence: “I’m here to help.” However, this help can be coun-
terproductive if we do not challenge our own position and 
reflect on how much we are part of the problem without 
meaning to: I know you did not ask to be privileged, you 
happened to be born into the society where being white 
is an advantage: we do not question advantages if they 
are to our benefit.

What do we need to do, then? We need to ask ourselves 
what we can do, what can our contribution be instead of 
expecting people of colour to provide the answers for us. 
We need to stop explaining and analysing; instead, we 
need to ask: “How can we help?” and “What do you want 
us to do?”. 

And we need to listen, to accept the way people feel about 
their discrimination, to practice story-listening instead of 
story-telling. We may have the same rights, but we are 
not all given the same access. We have to stop turning 
the tables and putting ourselves into defence mode by 
saying “I’m not racist”. 

It is not enough to be not racist: you have to proactive-
ly be anti-racist. White interculturalists need to be clear 
about their own position. Stop taking criticism of systemic 

racism personally: instead, leave your pedestal and help 
to give a voice to people whose views are marginalised 
and not part of the discourse because they do not belong 
to your in-group. 

This might be a good starting point: we need to make sure 
that intercultural teaching and researching is getting much 
more diversified. With its webinars and the Journal contri-
butions, SIETAR Europa has made a very good start and 
I think we are on the right path, but there is a long way to 
go if we want to evolve as White Allies. 

And we also need to make sure that we do not reduce 
people to one feature: the definitions of Black and White 
are not exhaustive, and we need to pay attention to the 
diversity of people of colour, too, as we do with white peo-
ple. 

To conclude: in any of my training on intercultural issues 
I start with self-reflection and self-awareness. I start with 
raising questions about my own culture(s) and my stu-
dents’ culture(s); I ask them to think about how much they 
are a product of the culture, and how happy they are with 
that and what they are unhappy about. This is something I 
would expect also from any intercultural trainers because 
we have to challenge our own position if we want to ad-
vance the fight against racism.
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White is not a colour... 
— continued
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White interculturalists need to leave their 
pedestal and help give a voice to people who 
don’t belong to their in-group.
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When we think of building a more equitable and inclu-
sive future, the task may seem overwhelming, especially 
in the shadow of reactionary political events. I assume 
other interculturalists join me in being dismayed by the 
primitive ethnocentrism on display; what has become of 
our 60 years of work to change this condition?  The stark 
options seem to be acquiescing to institutions that per-
petuate the past or making some kind of wrenching and 
probably violent transformation to build a new future. But 
maybe there’s another way to think about change.

Carlo Rovelli, the immensely and deservedly popular 
explainer of quantum physics, writes that time does not 
exist except in our human perception of it  — the past is 
not something that has already happened and the future 
is not something that has yet to happen. 

Rather, both the past and the future are clouds of probabil-
ity; the difference between them is that we have already re-
lated to the probability of the past in particular ways, while 
we have yet to relate to the possibilities of the future. 

In the fleeting transition of present, we should not think 
that we are moving into some particular unknown fu-
ture, but rather that we are facing an oncoming cloud 
of possible futures. As those possibilities envelop us, 
we must choose this or that, this or that. And the sum 

of those choices immediately becomes the actual past.

Ever since I read that seemingly minor change of agency, 
I have been struck with its implications for approaching 
change. If the future does not exist until we interact with 
its possibilities, then every possible future is a potential 
outcome of that interaction. 

The difficulty of change is not the intransigence of real-
ity, but our own calcified perception of it. The question 
is not, what can we change, but what conditions do we 
continue to accept. In other words, the future is not by 
default a continuation of the past. It must be recreated 
every instant.

What about power and privilege? Don’t people of a domi-
nant group have, by definition, more influence over the 
future, and therefore, more responsibility? 

Certainly, people who benefit from current conditions 
have a strong motivation to perceive those conditions as 
natural reality — think of proponents of social Darwin-
ism and practitioners of religious or political hegemony. 
But their view of their own centrality to reality is simply 
another exercise in ethnocentrism. 

The only unique thing about a dominant group’s ethno-

Meeting the 
(Intercultural)
Future
by Milton Bennett

James O’Brian for Quanta Magazine
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Intercultural training in general allows learners to sub-
stitute the disempowering ideas of inferiority or exotic 
foreignness with the perception of others as both equally 
and uniquely human, but development training extends 
intercultural sensitivity beyond communicative compe-
tence and integrates it into the construction of multicul-
tural citizenship. If the future is indeed being realized in 
our perception of it, then the development of ethnorela-
tive perception is the key element in creating a more eq-
uitable and inclusive one.

Dr. Milton Bennett teaches and writes extensively on in-
tercultural development. You may view his articles and 
seminars on his website https://www.idrinstitute.org

centrism is that people tend to emulate that perception – 
perhaps because they aspire to membership in the domi-
nant group, perhaps because they fear it, and maybe 
just because they consume a lot of media constructed by 
that group. In any case, the conditions of dominance are 
accepted and the reality is recreated.

Our every perception, conscious or not, of “how things 
are” is a constructor of reality. If we reject that assumption 
in the name of a greater natural or supernatural power, we 
continually bring that power into existence and reduce our 
own influence. If we accept the past as the default condi-
tion for the future, we make that more likely. 

Alternatively, we can give ourselves a vote in how the 
future will turn out by simply being aware that it is what 
we are doing. None of us will unilaterally create a new 
future, but individually we can refuse to continue partici-
pating in the past. At least that gives the future a chance.

Developmental intercultural training at its best should be 
an empowerment of our future-building capacity. By en-
abling the development of more complex perception of 
otherness, intercultural educators can equip people with 
the ability to recognize and call out ethnocentrism, from 
the obvious forms of racism and sexism to the more sub-
tle, but arguably more dangerous, forms of entitlement. 

By enabling the development of a more complex 
perception of otherness, we can counteract the 
more negative forms of ethnocentrism.

Image by John Hain from Pixabay

Meeting the (intercultural)... 
— continued
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Culturalism: 
the elephant 
in the room?
by Arjan Verdooren

In his article “Meeting the Intercultural Future”, Milton Ben-
nett made an eloquent and passionate appeal on the in-
tercultural community to take responsibility for the kind of 
future they are calling into life through their work. In order to 
build a more inclusive and equitable (global) society, I think 
the current time requires us to reflect on the pitfalls that 
come with using our main tool: culture. As we enter a new 
phase in the discussions of culture and interculturality with 
special attention to issues of power and privilege, I believe 
we need to acknowledge that in the current age, a singular 
focus on culture and cultural difference comes with a price. 
We can call this price ‘culturalism’: the phenomenon where 
people’s behaviour and experience is understood exclu-
sively through the prism of culture (especially when culture 
is related only to nationality, ethnicity and religion). 

When Edward Hall founded the field of intercultural commu-
nication in the 1950s, the context for most intercultural en-
counters looked profoundly different from what it does today. 
At the Foreign Service Institute where he developed his theo-
ries, Hall trained diplomats in preparation of their posting in 
other countries where they faced the challenge of adaptation 
to those societies.1  For decades, many theories of intercul-
tural communication took this context as an (implicit) start-
ing point.  Building on the work of anthropologists like Franz 
Boas, they enabled and encouraged us to ‘culturalise’: to see 
1  Rogers, Hart & Miike (2002)

social reality through a cultural lens and understand ourselves 
as cultural beings with a culturally constructed worldview that 
distinguished us from others. In a time where most were oblivi-
ous to the impact of culture beyond art and architecture, this 
was a very timely and necessary insight. 

Fast forward to the present where the context for what we call 
intercultural encounters has quite drastically changed. We now 
live in a globalised world where migration flows created ‘super-
diverse’ societies, with a multitude of different ethnic commu-
nities that within themselves host different generations, socio-
economic positions and lifestyles.2  Multinational companies 
often employ people from dozens of nationalities, all of whom 
have often lived in multiple countries and continents.  In ad-
dition, the Internet has created a state of ‘hyperconnectivity’3 
that makes it possible to get or stay in touch with people and 
developments across the globe. This means that the focus of 
intercultural competence and development is not necessarily to 
adapt to another context, but rather to successfully communi-
cate and interact across a myriad of differences in often chang-
ing settings. 

Instead of a focus on understanding culture as such, this 
creates a need to understand the dynamics of intercultural 
interactions. With all the conceptual discussions on culture 

2  Vertovec, S. (2007) 
3  Wellmann, 2001
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of late, many seem to agree that culture is a very complex, 
fuzzy and changeable entity, with ambiguous predictive 
power on the level of individuals. But in addition, it is impor-
tant that we recognize that no matter how far we stretch the 
concept, there can be factors at play in interactions that are 
not covered by ‘culture’. When we stop focusing exclusively 
on culture as such and focus instead on interactions be-
tween people from different cultural (in practice often: eth-
nic, national or religious) groups, this opens up the space 
to recognise that culture is only one possible factor among 
other factors in those interactions. 

Whereas cultural knowledge and cultural awareness can still 
be helpful to decentralise one’s own worldview and counter-
act ethnocentrism, an exclusive and all-encompassing focus 
on culture to understand others can lead to several problems: 

• Other possibly relevant identities that the people in question may 
have are overlooked. A conflict between a teacher and student 
with different ethnic backgrounds can be the result of a generation-
al difference rather than ethnicity. The distrust of a social worker’s 
client can be due to her residence status as an asylum seeker, 
rather than a cultural disposition from her national culture. 

• A focus on the difference in cultural identity can then also rob 
people of the opportunity to find similarities in other identities, 
whereas these are essential to build trust, counteract in-out group 
mechanisms and manage conflict. Two neighbours with differ-

ent national or ethnic backgrounds could then potentially connect 
around the fact that they both support the same football team. 

• People can take cultural arguments, by others or themselves, 
at face value, e.g. ‘That’s just part of their culture’ or ‘That’s just 
how we do things in our culture’, without requesting or giving 
further clarification or personal evaluation of a habit or perspec-
tive. This becomes particularly problematic in the case of ethical 
value conflicts about e.g. gender norms or physical integrity.

• Only cultural explanations for people’s behaviour are used, 
and other factors, e.g. psychological, organizational, legal, po-
litical or societal factors, are ignored. In particular, the impact 
of inequalities in power and privilege on people’s diverging ex-
periences are overlooked.

• People might feel incompetent due to lack of knowledge about 
the other person’s culture, fearing that they might do or say some-
thing wrong or be unable to communicate without sufficient knowl-
edge about the other person’s culture.  This could even discour-
age people from making contact across cultural boundaries, as 
this is presented as something highly complex and challenging. 

• People may mistakenly define the other person and their iden-
tity based on their nationality, ethnicity or religion and assume 
they know things about them on this basis, limiting the other 
person’s self-presentation and expression. In today’s globalised 
world, people’s identities have become increasingly complex 
and unpredictable.

Culturalism: the elephant... 
— continued

Image by Mote Oo Education from Pixabay

Factors, such as generational difference or resi-
dential status, can play in conflictual interactions 
that are not covered by ‘culture’.
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• Finally, this culturalistic focus can unwillingly contribute to 
what the Dutch sociologist Willem Schinkel calls ‘culturism’4 , a 
discourse that legitimises inequality on the basis of supposed 
cultural differences. When people are first and foremost por-
trayed as members of cultures that are seen as static and ho-
mogeneous, it becomes easy to argue that this makes them 
incompatible with the dominant culture and that a disadvan-
taged societal or global position is per definition the result of an 
unwillingness or inability to ‘adapt’. To create a more inclusive 
and equitable future, we need to reject and counteract these 
discourses, and avoid giving them credibility.  

To avoid the pitfalls of culturalism, our focus should be on the 
meeting not of cultures, but of people. This does not mean 
a regression into what Milton Bennett calls the ‘minimisa-
tion phase’ of intercultural sensitivity where human similarity 
alone is rendered sufficient for effective communication. But 
instead of portraying intercultural interactions as something 
extremely particular, we should emphasise how intercultur-
ality has become a characteristic of a very high proportion of 
interactions (although in different ways and degrees). Then 
perhaps our contribution is no longer making people aware 
of culture as such, but to making their understanding of cul-
ture more sophisticated, complex, and contextual as well as 
being able to recognise that not everything is about culture. 
This means that aside from an understanding of culture, it 

4  Schinkel, 2013

is helpful to learn how aspects of language (command), psy-
chology (in-out groups, bias, identity), sociology (regarding 
e.g. migration and inequality), (geo)politics and interethnic 
and international relations impact interactions. 

In addition to Milton Bennett’s call to recognise our own agen-
cy as interculturalists in shaping possible futures regarding 
interculturality, we can consider to have the same obligation 
towards our trainees, readers and students. A culturalistic 
approach runs the risk of painting a deterministic picture of 
people’s cultural identities and encompassing ideas, habits, 
positions and conflicts. Instead, we can encourage people to 
recognise their own agency, on whatever level, to imagine, 
negotiate and exchange their cultures and identities in ways 
that lead to more inclusive and compassionate outcomes. 

Arjan Verdooren is a lecturer in communication at the University of 
Gothenburg, an intercultural trainer and the co-author (with Edwin 
Hoffman) of ‘Diversity Competence. Cultures Don’t Meet, People 
Do.’
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Culturalism: the elephant... 
— continued

To avoid the pitfalls of culturalism, our focus 
should be on the meeting not of cultures, but 
of people.

“Bonjour Monsieur Courbet “ — 1854 painting by Gustave Courbet
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The elephant plodded along wondering about the effort of 
plodding along. Uphill, it always seemed to be uphill these 
days, these years.

He plodded along at 30 not-on-the-metronome. (The human 
one doesn’t go that low and elephants have not yet mas-
tered the art of metronome-making). As his old, dead trumpet 
teacher told him, “Two beats of theirs, one for you — our  
hearts are twice as slow — but you roll with the beat.” 

He was doing that now, trodding on, one step every two 
seconds, nowhere special to be, no one special to see. 
Was it sunny or cloudy above the forest? He didn’t know, 
didn’t care, all he saw was before him, an effort with no 
reward except that of continuing. Why?

He didn’t even want to trumpet now, the stage was empty 
with her gone. In the old days, he’d played her for her, 
melodies never heard, and always that metronome time, 
he had it in his head, in his ears, in his heart.

He looked about him, glades of distant sunshine through 
the forest canopy...so, sunny outside. He thought of the 
world as outside, his thoughts were elsewhere...Battles 
that no longer seemed so important. And his first trumpet-
ed notes, the girl who answered, them going off together, 
so young and brave. 

He remembered graduating to first trumpet in the band, 
becoming an Elephant of Importance (EOI). Concerts in all 
the elephant cities (EC). Another girl, another life...until he 
left to see the world. 

Adventures he had, and much success, but then came the 
hard years. Yet still, he continued to play — to blow, as 
human jazz musicians say — spinning tales of melodies, 
waiting for a wife. 

And he found her, their footsteps rhyming for years as they 
trekked their path but now she was gone. And he was no 
longer known in the Grand Elephant Community (GEC). 
Why trumpet? 

Melodies are stories, untold if unheard. Shuffling ahead, 
he thought of those stories, the sunshine of them. Life was 
always the future then, the sun would shine brighter still. 
Now it was sunset, the glow of memory, of trajectory, of life.  
Hard work and struggle, love and warmth and moments of 
great joy. 

Elephants’ eyebrows are wrinkled with the worry of the 
years, their memories are long and deep. The elephant 
shuffled along, eyes closed, remembering the best 
parts. 

Il était une fois...

Mémoire d’éléphant

by Dan MacLeod
Image by Steve Buissine from Pixabay
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It goes without saying that China has become the most dy-
namic country in the world; it will bypass the U.S. in GNP by 
2030 according to most economists. Thus, it’s no surprise that 
the rest of the world is rushing to comprehend the Chinese, 
whether it be for business or pleasure.

Yet, for many Westerners, the Chinese mentality appears to be 
an enigma, difficult to unwrap and appreciate. There are many 
publications that attempt to explain this culture, often with so-
phisticated academic jargon that doesn’t permit the reader to 
actually experience the Chinese mind. But once in a while, there 
comes a book that magically does just that. “Decoding Chinese 
Business Culture” is such a publication. Written with sparkling 
simplicity and in clear prose, the reader is immediately enlight-
ened and transformed into feeling what it means to be Chinese. 

Raised and schooled in China until the age of 18, author 
Tianwa Li went abroad to start her university education in the 
UK. For the next fifteen years, she undertook a journey to de-
code Chinese business culture both from the inside and from 
a Western perspective. Now living in Germany as a consultant 
and intercultural lecturer at universities, she has translated her 
observations into a short, easy-to-read book. 

It is divided into nine chapters, the first of which  — “Language 
Matter” — explains why Chinese speech, perceived as rude 
and domineering by Westerners, is considered normal in the 

Chinese context. The second chapter deals with China’s past, 
present and future. Chapters three to eight explore philosophi-
cal differences between China and the West, including lies, the 
concept of justice, the nature of friendship and “self”, patterns 
of superior/subordinate relations, and notions of leadership, 
logic and validity. The last chapter examines the current busi-
ness environment with practical, real cases.

The sixth chapter was the most interesting for me. Entitled “All 
societies are unequal, but some are more unequal than oth-
ers”, it’s a rather provocative, politically incorrect statement, 
purposely meant to intrigue. Tianwa Li writes about her inter-
actions with a young German accountant involved in a joint 
venture with Chinese company. She was the lowest-ranking 
in her German group and the Chinese manager ignored her, 
imposing his invisible superiority over her. 

Using Hofstede’s dimension of power distance, the author ex-
plains the strong hierarchical patterns in China and how they 
conflicted with the relatively egalitarian behavior of Germany. The 
Germans ultimately gained a new perspective and found a practi-
cal way to work with the Chinese. In all, it’s a beautifully told story.

There are many other real-life stories that provide surprising in-
sights and pragmatic ways of working with the Chinese — and 
it’s done in a highly readable text and with intercultural sensitiv-
ity. If you wish to rise to the China challenge, then get this book!

Book Review
Decoding Chinese
Business Culture
The hidden dilemmas of working with China

by Tianwa Li
Spitzenberg World Press, 192 pages
€ 14.99

Reviewed by Patrick Schmidt

Contents
(for quick navigation, click on the desired article)

Editor’s Comments  2

Svetlana Buko       3                        
A joyful and penetrative interculturalist

Understanding Unconscious Bias        11 
Insights from Neuroscience  
     
Poem - Representation      13
Teaching Ideas for your Classroom       14

Conspiracies, Fake News and my    15 
Role as an Interculturalist      

White is Not a Colour, Is It?                19
Interculturalists and White Privilige

Meeting the (Intercultural) Future       22

Culturalism: the Elephant in the           24 
Room?

Mémoire d’Éléphant      27

Book Reviews                                            28
                                                          
Events, Workshops, Congresses          34



29

SIETAREUROPA  Journal   March - May  2021

Between the World and Me is journalist and author Ta-Ne-
hisi Coates’ letter to his son about life as a Black man in 
America. Inspired by James Baldwin’s 1963 book, The Fire 
Next Time, it is deeply personal and reads as a memoir 
filled with deep, intelligent reflection on his life and what he 
wants to tell his teenage son.

Coates cites his son’s disappointment that the officers 
who shot and killed 18-year-old Michael Brown in Fergu-
son, Missouri in August 2014 as the incident that pushes 
him to write about his experiences. He was also disap-
pointed with what he saw as President Obama’s failure to 
sufficiently address racial disparities in the introduction of 
the Affordable Care Act and his call for African Americans 
to take more responsibility. Coates wanted to present a 
view of Black life and perspectives that wasn’t couched 
in hope and optimism. He wrote about his experience as 
it was.

What Coates presents in his writing is the lived experience 
of systemic racism. He writes extensively about the impact 
of systemic racism on his Black male body. It’s uncomfort-
able. It should be. Thinking about systemic racism in the 
abstract is easy, we can do it from a distance. Putting it in 
the context of a human body is confronting. These abstrac-
tions become real when we read about how they affect the 
way young men speak and interact with each other. 

“The crews walked the blocks of their neighborhood, 
loud and rude, because it was only through their loud 
rudeness that they might feel any sense of security 
and power.” (Coates 2015, 22)

They become real when Coates describes schools as places 
to teach young bodies instead of places to teach young minds.

“Algebra, Biology, and English were not subjects so 
much as opportunities to better discipline the body, 
to practice writing between the lines, copying the di-
rections legibly, memorizing theorems extracted from 
the world they were created to represent.” (Coates 
2015, 26)

Coates’ story is one of a childhood spent keenly aware of 
his inability to prove himself physically. He wasn’t a fighter. 
His university years at a Howard University, a historically 
Black university, gave him a sense of pride and space to 
learn. And his learning and education extend into his adult 
years and his first trip to Paris in his thirties. His story is 
one of a man who grew up feeling both that he had to de-
pend on his body for his power and that his body was not 
his own. Over time, he learns to appreciate deep and end-
less enquiry as a way to cope, to try to understand his 
lack of control over his own body, and to look for forms of 
liberation.

Book Review 
Between the World
and Me
by Ta-Nehisis Coates
Random House, 176 pages (also in CD format)
€ 15.00
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The two things in this book that really caught my atten-
tion were the focus on the Black body and the way Coates 
talks about white people. The focus on the Black body was 
challenging to read because of how concrete it was. Talk-
ing about bodies, the flesh and blood that hold our hearts 
and minds, is not easy. Other peoples’ bodies are both un-
familiar and overly familiar. We know what it is to be in a 
body, to live a life in a body. So, when Coates talks about 
his experience in his body as opposed to in this world, he 
makes his story intimate.

This intimacy is necessary if, in our antiracism work, we 
take self-education seriously. Racism is about the skin 
you wander the world in. Your skin is different than my 
skin, so your experience is different than mine. If we trade 
skins, we experience the world differently. We cannot be-
gin to understand another person’s experience, let alone 
groups of people, if we do not first understand the expe-
rience of one person in body walking on this earth we 
share.

In contrast to the intimacy and directness with which he writes 
about Black bodies, Coates does not write about white peo-
ple. He writes about people who believe they are white. He 
writes about people who must believe they are white.

“Difference in hue and hair is old. But the belief in 
the preeminence of hue and hair, the notion that they 
signify deeper attributes, which are indelible — this 
is the new idea at the heart of these new people who 
have been brought up hopelessly, tragically, deceit-
fully, to believe that they are white.” (Coates 2015, 7)

Whiteness is a construct. James Baldwin introduced the 
idea that white is something people believe in in his es-
say, “On being white and other lies” in Essence magazine 
in 1984. He wrote that Americans of all kinds of origins 
became white so they could subjugate Black people. This 
idea is at the center of Coates’ thinking and it makes his 
situation absurd. His life and his experience in his body is 
the result of a made-up concept of whiteness. He and his 
family and his son and his community are suffering be-
cause of an idea. 

Ta-Nehisi Coates is a great writer and his story is a com-
ing-of-age story that is worth reading. It is all very well and 
good to learn about the theories and concepts that we 
need to do the work of diversity and inclusion. Stories like 
this, stories that dig deep into one individuals experiences, 
are necessary to remind us that the work we do is to make 
a difference in individual lives.

Reviewed by Christine Taylor

Book review ... 
— continued

Photo by Gabriela Gomez on Unsplash

Coates’ book does not write about white 
people, but about people who believe they 
are white.
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Given the current focus on racism and the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement, I was invited to review a few of the latest 
books addressing racism and, particularly, what is labeled 
as “white privilege”. While several of these were quite infor-
mative, Isabel Wilkerson has managed to outdistance them 
all in her latest book. Why? She goes beyond the either/or 
accusations of racism aimed at individuals and penetrates 
the human dynamics that construct, drive, define and sepa-
rate us and reveals how they function in our personal, physi-
cal, social and political systems. 

While discussions of racism in our times are rich in anger 
and blame and the horror stories to substantiate them, they 
can easily block rather than motivate us to be aware of, 
understand and begin to manage our individual and group 
behavior. Wilkerson excavates and illustrates the workings 
of caste systems, their arbitrary creation and their preserva-
tion. 

To do this she reaches beyond the boundaries of Anglo-
American and European colonialism and slavery, examining 
the caste system of India as well as the creation of the brief 
but devastating genocidal enterprises of the Third Reich in 
Germany. The Indian system being age-old, the other being 
cobbled together adopting the framework provided by eu-
genics and legislation developed in the USA to identify and 
suppress “inferior peoples”, particularly Blacks, and then di-

rected toward Jews and other “lower caste” populations in 
the expanding Third Reich.

Honest history brings the stark realization that designations 
of black and white, yellow, red, and brown are the product 
of the colonization of the New World where human beings 
were defined on the basis of their looks, identified solely in 
contrast to each other, then ranked to form a caste system 
based on a new concept called race. Newly arriving immi-
grants struggle to find the best place they can in this system, 
discovering who they can be above and striving to do so. 
“None of us,” Wilkerson points out, “are ourselves.”

Wilkerson identifies and describes eight pillars that create, 
shape and enforce a caste system, which include elements 
flowing from faith, heredity, culture, occupation, mating, at-
tribution of purity and superiority to dehumanization and 
stigmatization enforced by terror. Skin and eye color and 
other physical attributes as well as age and names become 
the markers for casting populations and identifying indi-
viduals in the drama of caste. Here one’s status becomes 
an inflexible role imposed by the system. One is driven not 
only to preserve status in the face of the threat caused by 
the progress and success of lower castes, but even men-
aced by the attainments of those of one’s own caste. Caste 
is so deeply embedded in identity that its defense appears 
as essential to survival.

Book Review
Caste 
The Origins of our Discontents

by Isabel Wilkerson
Random House, 447 pages
€ 19.81
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In neurological terms, the author makes clear the innate 
function of enculturated and imbedded caste frames or bi-
ases that are at work automatically in all of us. For example: 
“Among whites, the sight of a black person, even in faded 
yearbook photographs, can trigger the amygdala of the 
brain to perceive threat and arm itself for vigilance within 30 
milliseconds of exposure, the blink of an eye.” 

This function is in all of us, though its content is variously 
focused depending on our identity and our role in the real-
life drama of caste and our need to exercise and preserve 
it for ourselves and against whom. If we are to progress 
in the dismantling of caste, the starting point for us as in-
dividuals is the conscious recognition of these frames, the 
script we have been given, and continuous reprogramming 
of our system and the behavior it engenders. It takes effort 
to manage the unconscious signals of encoded superiority 
or inferiority, to maintain the presence of mind necessary to 
counteract the programming of caste.

Caste systems are socially constructed and thus can also 
be dismantled. The author points out that is “tempting to 
vilify a single despot at the sight of injustice when, in fact, 
it is the actions, or more commonly inactions, of ordinary 
people that keep the mechanisms of caste running”. The 
extraordinary value of this book is that the author is explicit 
about these everyday mechanisms, giving focus to our ef-

forts to investigate and interrupt them. There are clear paths 
encouraging abandonment of “ain’t it awful” shrugs and tak-
ing meaningful action. Sympathy and, worse, pity are ob-
stacles, not solutions. 

The path requires radical empathy, “putting in the work 
to educate oneself and to listen with a humble heart to 
understand another’s experience from their perspective, 
not as we imagine we would feel.” It involves seeing and 
connecting with the humanity of the person in front of us, 
finding the key that opens the door to whatever we may 
have in common. Wilkerson’s stories show us examples 
of how to do this, how to handle the now, the given con-
text in which we find ourselves. Activism in the streets is 
meaningless without action in the moments of our every-
day lives.

Caste is rich in both well researched facts, historical and 
social, and abundant well-written stories, both collected and 
personal to the author, that alert us to and illustrate how 
caste penetrates daily life, how it is part of the culture of 
work, play and relationships. Though painful in historical 
honesty, it is a pleasure to read in addition to providing the 
kind of aha moments that motivate us to move forward. My 
copy is dripping with yellow highlight that I would like to cite, 
but let me stop with the imperative, “Read it!”

Reviewed by George Simons

Book review ... 
— continued

Caste System

  Is it just 

 limited to 

   India?

Contents
(for quick navigation, click on the desired article)

Editor’s Comments  2

Svetlana Buko       3                        
A joyful and penetrative interculturalist

Understanding Unconscious Bias        11 
Insights from Neuroscience  
     
Poem - Representation      13
Teaching Ideas for your Classroom       14

Conspiracies, Fake News and my    15 
Role as an Interculturalist      

White is Not a Colour, Is It?                19
Interculturalists and White Privilige

Meeting the (Intercultural) Future       22

Culturalism: the Elephant in the           24 
Room?

Mémoire d’Éléphant      27

Book Reviews                                            28
                                                          
Events, Workshops, Congresses          34



33

SIETAREUROPA  Journal   March - May  2021

Introducing a new, interactive learning format
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Are you eager to play serious games that you can apply in your own virtual intercultural,
diversity and inclusion traings?

Join us at the intercultural Playground and enjoy learning by playing. You can be sure that there is a debriefing session after every game.

 The objectives of Intercultural Playground
 - Learning by playing
 - Gaining the user experience
 - Having fun and playing the games with other fellow SIETARians
 - Exchanging on possibilites where and how the game can be played (in the debriefing session)

More information at:

 https://www.sietareu.org/events/intercultural-playground/#!event-list

https://www.sietareu.org/events/intercultural-playground/%23%21event-list
https://www.sietareu.org/events/intercultural-playground/%23%21event-list
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Intercultural Playground
March 10,  Wed 17:00 - 18:30 CET    
“Haikumanie Context“
Speaker: George Simons

April 14,  Wed 17:00 - 18:30 CET    
“LEGO-based facilitation for diverse teams“
Speaker: Tatiana Gavrilova

May 12,  Wed 17:00 - 18:30 CET    
“Diversity Space Meeting #DiversitySpace-
Meeting“
Speaker: Maria Todosiychuk

9 June,  Wed 17:00 - 18:30 CET    
“The Alien X-perience“
Speaker: Bernd Gibson

Webinars SIETAR France
March 23, Tues 18.00 - 19.30 CET    
“S’ouvrir aus différences: comment intervenir 
dans un monde hyperfragmenté?”
Speaker: Mai Lam NGUYEN CONAN

March 31, Wed 18.00 - 19.30 CET    
“Conscious Inclusion and the Dying Taboo of 
Diversity”
Speaker: Joel A. Brown

SIETAR Europa
Webinars
March 17,  Wed 18.00 - 19.00 CET    
“Negotiating across cultures”“
Speakers: Bill Reed, Seiji Nakano

April 21,  Wed 18.00 - 19.00 CET    
“A different kind of happy - positive psychol-
ogy and coaching psychology in the Middle 
East”“
Speakers: Silvia King, Dr. Louise Lambert

May 18,  Tues. 18.00 - 19.00 CET    
“Augmented agility for Virtual Teams: Is it 
possible to experience “real” agility in a re-
mote working environment?“
Speakers: Mithum Mridha, Anke Lindemann

Anti-Racism Series
March 3,  Wed 18.00 - 19.30 CET    
“Understanding the Influence of Power Re-
lations in the Dialogue about Racism”
Speaker: Seyda Buurman-Kutsal

CCC - Breaks
March 2,  Tues 11:00 - 11:40 CET    
“24/7 availability? How do generations deal 
differently with virtual work?”
Speaker: Camilla Degerth

April 9,  Fri 11:00 - 11:40 CET    
HELP! How can I contribute to the interna-
tionalisation@home in my university?
Speakers: Eva Janebova, Barbara Co-
varrubias Venegas

May 7, Fri 11:00 - 11:40   
Game on!  How to engage the disengaged
Speaker: Johanna Sell

Events, workshops, congresses

  

Online Everyday
The SIETAR Europa group, discussing  

Is Time your Friend or Enemy?
on LinkedIn, has now over 8000 members. Plus it offers videos, articles, 

books, tools for the intercultural profession. To join, click here:
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/2740568 

For more information, contact George Simons at diversophy@gmail.com

SIETAREUROPA  Journal    December - February 2021

Conference 
Dublin, Ireland
March 12-20, 2021 
Bridging Our Intercultural Experience 
As a virtual congress, SIETAR Ireland is 
inviting leaders and learners from all sec-
tors and the community to come together 
to discover, learn, and share intercul-
tural concepts so that we may be able to 
more effectively bridge our intercultural 
experiences and identities. More informa-
tion at https://sietarireland.wixsite.com/
sietarireland/2020-congress

Florence, Italy
2 - 4 September, 2021 
Living Together in Ambiguities 
An international conference by Fondazione 
Intercultura that has a tradition of biennial 
conferences with interculturalists, educa-
tors and area experts to discuss issues re-
lated to cultures and intercultural relations. 
The theme of this gathering will focus on 
the  following question: are there universal 
values that may facilitate human co-exis-
tence, although they may be embodied in 
sharply different institutions and behav-
iours in each culture? More information at: 
www.ambigue.org
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