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Theoretical and Practical Cornerstones of the Austrian Approach

by Dietmar Larcher
Let me start our by briefly outlining the conceptual basics of the Austrian approach towards the new challenge of culturally mixed populations in a society which for three or more generation had defined itself as ethnically and linguistically uniform.

Above all in this Austrian approach, there is this new understanding of culture which is based in anthropology rather than cultural history:

In the Austrian approach to intercultural education culture is defined as a system and a network of beliefs in certain values and norms. 

Culture has the “correct” answer to the following questions: 


What is the truth? What is reality? And how do we know?

What is good life? And how to we achieve it?

What is beauty? 

There are thousands of different cultures: national cultures, regional cultures, gender cultures, age group cultures (youth culture!), class cultures (working class culture versus upper class culture), institutional cultures (e.g. office culture versus university culture) etc. Each of these cultures has different answers to the questions above. When a person grows up, socialization in the family, in peer groups  and in schools has to introduce this person to the particular culture of the place where he or she lives. 

Culture consists also of the institutions and the material and immaterial products humans have created and go on creating when trying to answer these questions. [Beethoven’s 9th symphony as well as Kellog’s Cornflakes, the bullfight as well as the Friday Prayer in the mosque are cultural answers to the questions mentioned above...]

Language, religion and money are at the core of each culture.
Every culture produces symbols, heroes, rituals and values which are implemented by cultural practices, i.e. behaviour patterns that are shaped by these symbols, heroes, rituals, and values.

It is important to bear in mind that cultural practices are to a great extent part of the collective unconscious (Iceberg model of culture). Most of it is considered “natural”  behaviour by members of a cultural group. They think that any normal average person in the world would think, feel, and act like them without being aware that their thinking, feeling, and acting is culturally determinated.

Culture had long been seen only as a top down project, as something which was defined by the national elites and practiced by the elites and mercifully handed down to the masses like a present.

The “Cultural Studies” project has reversed our understanding of culture. In 1964 the “Birmingham Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies” was founded by R. Hoggart. It was a successful attempt at completely turning upside down our way of understanding culture. From now on it was seen as a bottom up project. Mass culture became the new focus of interest. Working class culture was considered just as important as elite culture, Contemporary feminism and postcolonial studies originated from this new approach to culture. The new concept of culture is anti-essentialist, constructivist (also deconstructivist), anti racist, and centered around the creolization of cultures, 

What is the Austrian understanding of intercultural education?
It is an education that helps members of our postmodern society with migration becoming part of normal life and masses of migrants to cope with the challenge of cultural diversity - residents as well as migrants. Its goal is to teach democratic living in the new “Tower of Babylon”, i.e. the new chaos of languages that are spoken in a society that up to now had been monolingual.

For example: In a city like Vienna it is quite normal that in one and the same classroom there are children with ten or fifteen different languages. They have to learn the basics of the Austrian national language, which is German, so that communication with the teacher and among each other becomes possible. 

Generally in Austria a distinction is made between

intercultural education as socio-psychological training for diversity (group dynamics, diversity management; learning cultural awareness, intercultural communication)


Actually, the most important quality is to teach and learn classroom interaction without domination. All are different, all are equal. This must be learnt from the Kindergarten to the university.

intercultural education as multilingual education


It is high time to realize that Austria has a national language but that we live in a multilingual world. Of course, for migrant children it is important to learn German as soon and as well as they can, but on the other hand it is also of vital importance that true born Austrians should make themselves acquainted with the languages of their new inhabitants. Of course it is impossible for any living individual to learn the 120 or more different languages spoken by the NEW Austrians, but it would be important for the OLD Austrians to have some stammering knowledge of those languages spoken by the persons they meet every day at their work place or in their homes. 


For the sake of clarity it is important to distinguish between the following :


Symbolic use of language: A language is used in public not for communication but for making one’s presence known to others. It functions as an appeal: Please note that we are here! E.g. the place name signs in minority districts.


This is important for identity formation of a linguistic group. It is a strong symbol for one’s individual and collective self.


Demonstrative use of language: Fragments of a language are used to show the native speakers that their language is respected and welcome. Usually these are language rituals like greeting or saying thank you or asking for someone’s health. The importance of such usage lies in the message: I respect you as a person with a different language. You and your language are welcome!


Communicative use of language: A language is used in everyday conversation. This is, of course, the most important purpose of a language.


Official use of language: This refers to a language which may be used in public offices, in public institutions, in the media and also in law courts. The old minorities in Austria have this right. The new ones do not.


intercultural education as anti racist education


Students ideally should be colour blind. 

Disqualifying other people by referring to the colour of their skin or the symbols of their culture should not only be discouraged and banned from schools but also the historical reasons for the invention of racism and its enormous popularity as well as its consequences in genocides and industrial mass murder should be studied. At the same time it is important to learn that we are all affected by racism because for some generations it has been the ideology of the masses that had served as a simple explanation for the complex problems of modern society. 


This, however, requires an intellectual approach of more mature students in secondary education.

intercultural education as political education 

This means learning about the construction of national cultures as the building materials when forming a nation state. Culture has often been used by political parties and politicians as a kind of drug in order to make the masses loyal addicts to their programme. But intercultural education as political education also means deconstruction of culture differences, training in civic education and learning about the reasons for migration.

Here again, advanced intellectual skills of secondary students are required. In fact this is what my lectures at university level have been about.

The following individual qualities are most important for intercultural conviviality:


cultural awareness


empathy and change of perspectives


tolerance in ambiguous situations


role distance 


communicative competence (= competence in intercultural communication)




Why is Intercultural Education considered so important in Austria?
This is so because mankind in its long history has a record of terrible failures when big waves of migration reversed the established order of societies. The answer was too often war and violence of all sorts. This has improved very little in our times. Although our economic and political systems have become global and also our elites in economy, politics and culture have learnt to think global, the mass of mankind still thinks local and reacts aggressively against newcomers to their society. There are only very few societies that react positively towards such changes. 

Let us have a look at the solutions that societies have found in order to handle the problem of migration and the influx of unwanted foreigners.

Solution 1: Those groups of the society who are in power kill all those who are different.

It is the oldest solution and the most recent one at the same time. It has caused genocides and mass murder in most societies of the world.

Solution 2: Those in power do a symbolic killing of the newcomers and the ones who are culturally different by forcing them to give up their old identity and becoming exactly like the powerful group – language, culture, religion, everything.

Solution 3: Those in power have learnt in the course of history that it is not civilised to kill the newcomers and the ones who are culturally different. Instead they encourage them to live in ghettos or in parallel societies. The contact between the groups should be minimized.

Solution 4: All groups of the society live together and are engaged in the project of developing the quality of their common life. Questions of ethnic culture and minority language are not part of the public sphere. The society as a whole is concerned with politics, economy, public health, the social system, education and culture for all. Being different is possible, but it is not the business of the whole society.

Solution 4 is better than any of the other three. It has been realised in only a few places of this world. The peaceful development of the whole world, in fact, the survival of the whole world will depend on the acceptance of this model of peaceful integration. Intercultural education is the attempt to help people, especially the young generation, to create and live with such conditions of peaceful integration. I would even go further and say, it should encourage to enjoy the new conditions of life in a world which is on the way to becoming one big village - the global village.


