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1.1. Introduction to Diversity 
We live in diverse societies, sharing our lives and their multiple contexts with many different others. 
Differences like gender, age, religion, culture, and ethnicity – just to name some common ones  
– are negotiated between subjects and are structurally present in the ways people and subjectivities 
are formed and reformed. Negotiating difference in general, or cultural difference when that is the 
case, can lead to conflicts and cultural shocks. Of course, this negotiating never exists in a social vacuum 
and therefore, when looking at these exchanges and shocks, one must consider how other differences 
and inequalities are present and play a role. Conflict and injustice are often why there is a need for 
diversity intervention, training, or management. Regarding intercultural contexts, some culture 
shocks are triggered by people’s reactions to cultural difference or focus on how people negotiate 
diversity in their daily lives. In this text we will discuss some concepts that can be useful to better 
understand everyday incidents of cultural shock in multicultural and diverse societies such as those 
in many European countries. We will look at how some of them illustrate the use of stereotypes and 
the dynamics of prejudice and discrimination. Some incidents point to the difficulty of moving beyond 
our ethnocentrism. Furthermore, we will look at how problematising difference and diversity, and  
the challenges it creates, can help us move to a situated, ecological and socio-political understanding  
of the cultural shocks and of the conflicts they express and articulate. 

1.2. ‘Managing’ Diversity 
Social psychology has been proposing concepts and processes that can help us understand how  
we deal with others, and how it can result in specific biases. Even though there is certainly an individual 
and interpersonal element to this phenomenon, contextual, social, and even institutional elements 
must be carefully attended as they are fundamental to fully grasp how diversity is negotiated, how 
conflicts emerge and how they have differential consequences to certain people and groups of people.

Understanding how things, and people, are similar or different is understood as a cognitive need  
of humans and therefore the process of social categorisation helps people organise and recognise 
others they see or meet by constructing categories, for example of age, gender and ethnicity (Fiske 
1998). This categorisation process tends to exaggerate the differences between groups and to minimise  
the differences within groups, reinforcing the boundaries of each category. This can lead to stereotyping. 
As constructed categories generate associations and expectations regarding what they ‘contain’,  
the recognition of what fits the category of, for example, ‘young person’ or ‘old person’, ‘migrant’  
or ‘man’ tends to be imposed on individuals who are thought to be members of those groups. They are 
simplifications of what people can be, or are, if they belong to a group, or even if they are only seen  
as belonging to said group. In that sense, they are naive theories that simplify the world (Fiske 2010)  
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and they can favour the expression of prejudice – the (emotional) reaction to a person based on 
thoughts and feelings towards the social or cultural group of that person (Fiske 2010). 

Social categorisation, stereotypes and prejudice are present in various of the collected incidents,  
for instance in ‘Us and them (PT)’, ‘You’re not as good as the Portuguese (PT)’, ‘Where are you from? 
(DE)’. In terms of stereotypes and prejudice, the incident where the sentence ‘Chinese people eat 
dogs (FR)’ is used by a phonology teacher to illustrate a particular sound is an example of stereotype.  
Not only it suggests that this gastronomic feature characterises all Chinese people, it also connotes 
a group to something seen as negative, therefore favouring prejudice. Prejudice is also probably 
present in the incident ‘African Movies (PT)’, where the fact that a movie is African triggers a negative 
assessment of the interest in the movie from the professor. 

It is important that the process of categorisation, and the formation of stereotypes and expression 
of prejudice, does not exist in a social, cultural or historical vacuum. Historical constructions  
of different groups of people, and social inequalities between them, structure the interactions and 
possible meanings, including cultural and intercultural meanings and practices. This is also why,  
for some groups more than others, stereotypes and prejudice often result in denial of equal rights,  
on viewing people from a group as being ‘less or worse than’, and thus in discrimination (Fiske 2010).  
To understand how diversity is negotiated, and its consequences, we must consider the interplay between 
worldview, culture and oppression (Watts 1992). Adopting a socio-political and ecological perspective 
challenges us to remember inequalities and power, and the ways they operate in concrete situations, 
when looking at intercultural conflicts. They are often conformed by historically grounded practices 
and understandings that rationalise inequality. In this regard, it is useful to consider ethnocentrism  
– etymologically ‘being centred on one’s people’ – a focus on one perspective which entails a difficulty  
to recognise and construct complex representations of difference, and a process that easily slides 
into the negative evaluation and consideration of others, or different, as inferior (‘vulgar’ ‘sexist’ 
‘disrespectful’ etc.) (Cohen-Emerique 2015, p.103). That is what can be observed, for instance,  
in the incident ‘Loud flatmate (AT)’ where the Italian flatmate is considered impolite for not having  
the same priority as the Austrian narrator. 

The example of ethnocentrism illustrates how in face of diversity we may avoid recognising difference 
or recur to devalue what is different. There are other ways to act in the situation, and many diversity 
trainings or educational programmes focus on this, but they often underline that, in diversity contexts, 
when difference is expressed or made present, it becomes something to be dealt with, an issue  
or a problem. Difference is a problem because it is seen as the cause for conflict. As cultural shock 
incidents testify, difference is sometimes what frames descriptions of conflict and what needs to 
be addressed to resolve it. To recognise difference, understand where it comes from, value it, are 
all strategies seen as reducing conflict. Todd (2011) points out that since diversity is being connected  
to attributes of difference – e.g. culture, language, religion, etc. – ‘[d]iversity is shorthand for naming 
precisely those differences that need to be ‘managed’ since they create the conditions for conflicts  
to arise’ (p.102). This means understanding diversity as a problem, a source of issues and something we 
need to do something about, to find strategies to address – often with educational interventions and 
dialogue. This dialogue is supposed to be productive and transform interactions and their outcomes. 
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It must contribute to the recognition of differences, to combat discrimination and incorporating more 
groups and people into our plural societies. This is not unworthy, although it may bring along a certain 
depoliticisation of the conflict underlying the differences (Todd 2011). To limit this depoliticisation, 
one must look at difference and consider inequality, one must look at the conflicts it brings about 
and see how they express injustice. Thus, difference cannot be read as neutral, away from inequality 
(or inequalities), or, as Jones (2006) says, ‘[o]nly when equality and diversity agendas problematise 
difference, erasing its implicit neutrality, and confront intersectionality head-on does the drive towards 
securing social justice a reality’ (p.155). Uneasy with conflict and with power, diversity management 
often favours individualistic approaches and understandings (Klein 2015), and forgets the contextual 
and sociopolitical dimensions when it should focus precisely on them since ‘[m]anaging diversity (…) 
must also entail a commitment to challenging the structural power relations that result in inequalities.’  
(Jones 2006, p.151).

Finally, one needs to place socio-political and socio-cultural understandings of diversity, and its 
negotiation, into an ecological perspective, bringing together person and context and their mutual 
accommodation, to the ways of managing the outcomes of intercultural encounters (Watts 1992), 
while keeping social justice in sight. A situated and ecological perspective challenges fixed (and 
universal) responses and favours a focus on how specific events or practices occur in context, how 
different people and different cultural groups respond to contextual situations or to common human 
problems in specific but equally meaningful ways (Watts 1992), and how these interactions are only 
fully understood if read taking inequality – power inequality specifically – into consideration. Looking 
at diversity negotiation in context, as a situated process, reveals diversity negotiation as a tensional, 
political issue that involves everyone and not specifically individuals or groups with ‘diversity needs’. 
We are all part of what produces differences, of the conflict and the inequalities it expresses, and more 
than to resolve these conflicts we need to articulate them in ways that resituate ‘each of us as someone 
who is always already implicated in any conflict that arises with others’ (Todd 2011, p.111) and further 
our own commitment to transformation and social justice. 

Echoes of this discussion can be found in the common responses Higher Education Institutions have 
to diversity issues. Increases in diversity, like those brought by higher levels of enrolment of minority 
students or the presence of larger numbers of international students coming from different cultural 
backgrounds, challenge Higher Education Institutions to promote changes at different levels: of staff, 
faculty, and students, of learning environments and pedagogical practices, and sometimes of policies 
and procedures at the larger institutional level (Otten 2003). 

Looking at these three levels of desirable transformation, we find a large variety of responses Higher 
Education Institutions have been offering, for example, facilitating opportunities for encounters 
between people of various cultural backgrounds and celebratory explorations of difference in order 
to develop intercultural awareness and competence, introducing changes in the curriculum and 
promoting an equity pedagogy that favours participation, collaboration and the reduction of prejudice 
in the classroom, and even some affirmative or social justice oriented measures (Guo & Jamal 2007; 
Otten 2003). When we reflect on their limitations – from a socio-political and ecological perspective 
on diversity and diversity negotiation – two main tensions arise: i) the need to go beyond responses 
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that mainly target individuals and individual development, and ii) the need to consider responses that 
go beyond the walls of the university and recognise and tackle diversity issues taking into account their 
larger, and often structural, roots. 

Responses that mainly target individuals and changes at the individual level often rest on static and 
depoliticised notions of difference and culture and cannot adequately facilitate transformation of the 
learning environments. Adopting a more systematic multicultural approach that questions the curriculum 
and that puts in place pedagogical practices that openly challenge stereotypes and contribute to  
an empowering learning culture, is important to address issues of diversity in Higher Education  
(Guo & Jamal 2007). But although important, it is often not enough. To address issues of structural 
inequality, and interconnected forms of oppression that are present in the wider society and are 
reproduced in Higher Education Institutions, it is necessary to act in ways that go beyond the walls of 
the university. A commitment to an anti-racist education ‘moves beyond a narrow preoccupation with 
individual prejudice and discriminatory actions to challenge power differentials between sociocultural 
groups in society. It explicitly names the issues of race and sociocultural difference as issues of power and 
equity rather than as matters of cultural and ethnic variety’ (Guo & Jamal 2007, pp.44-45), confronting 
the ways in which differences become inequality and stressing that, even if changes at the individual 
and learning environment levels may be useful, ecological transformation and social justice demand 
changes that challenge structures and that stretch as far as oppressions go.

1.3. Critical Incidents on Diversity 
Overview table 

Title Country Narrator Other person Situation Topic 

Being 
stereotyped

Portugal International 
student from 
Brazil

English-speaking Classroom Colonialism, 
diversity, prejudice, 
stereotypes

The Chinese 
people eat dogs

France Local student 
with Chinese 
ancestry

French Classroom Colonialism, 
diversity, 
disrespect for 
other cultures, 
stereotypes

Us and them Portugal International 
student from 
Brazil

Portuguese Classroom Colonialism, 
diversity, 
segregation of 
foreign students

Where are you 
from?

Germany Staff German Job interview Colonialism, 
diversity, prejudice, 
stereotypes

You are not as 
good as the 
Portuguese

Portugal International 
student from 
Brazil

Portuguese Classroom Colonialism, 
diversity, 
depreciation
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