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Diversity always proves a bit
frightening, for it challenges our
securities and the status quo. [...]
In the face of cultural, ethnic, 
political and religious diversity, 
we can either retreat into a rigid
defense of our supposed identity, 
or become open to encountering 
others and cultivating together 
the dream of a fraternal society.

POPE FRANCIS

Speech to the Hungarian Episcopal Conference
Apostolic visit to Budapest, September 12, 2021 
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Formation in Multiculturality 
Formation towards Interculturality
Challenges to Embrace  
and Necessary Transformations*

❖ Luca Pandolfi

Abstract

The article closes the series of essays presenting the action-research-training on
formation to interculturality in multicultural communities of ecclesiastical institu-
tions of higher education, as well as Institutes of Consecrated Life in Italy. Through
an anthropological approach and the interpretation of cultural processes, it pres-
ents a broad reflection on four years of participant observation and the analysis
of results drawn from the employed qualitative and quantitative survey instru-
ments. Although multicultural reality is often referred to as “richness”, it is still ex-
perienced and understood as a struggle for mutual linguistic understanding, and
though it also appears as a possible coexistence of cultural differences, it rarely
presents formative awareness and planning in view of intercultural competences
and for the common construction of a plural and syncretic way. Differences
emerge between the approaches of formators and the approach of candidates.
The conclusions indicate possible paths to achieve formation that is adapted to
the challenges of today’s plural and interconnected society.
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…real “interculturality” is more than just co-existing side by
side with people from different nationalities or cultures.
Rather, the ideal intercultural setting for interculturality pro-
vides a space or opportunity for people from different cul-
tures to interact with each other and thereby mutually enrich
and transform each other and those around them1.

Not a conclusion... in narrative terms

This article, which closes the reading and interpretation of the results of our action-
research-training, does not have the aim of concluding a discussion. There is still

much work to be done. There is a part of the gathered data that requires further elab-
oration. There are various readings, with different angles and perspectives, that can
offer further food for thought. The very instruments of this Action Research which, as
has been frequently mentioned, also represented a micro experience of formation
and auto-analysis that has been offered to the encountered contexts, may be further
refined and used again, thus constituting new situations to be investigated and pro-
viding another database.

After all, the present research grew while carrying it out during our encounters with
many realities that are in great transition for the most part, despite the remaining pres-
ence of much resistance and inability to perceive and experience ongoing transfor-
mations, both in academic contexts and in those of formation towards a consecrated
Catholic life. 

Starting from a reading that is analytical, but more so socio-anthropological and
deriving from the study of cultural processes, I will attempt to share a reflection that
even surpasses the results of the present research. As far as certain aspects were
concerned, the entire experience was also a provocation, a posing of questions that
were uncomfortable at times, a suggestion and elaboration of concepts, an initiation
of processes. The idea was not – or rather, not just – to gather answers and sediment,
record, and codify the contents of thoughts and social actions to be understood and
commented later on. We certainly had the aim of bringing out, observing, monitoring
and recording reactions, behaviours, discursive modes, and probable consolidated
attitudes. However, the transversal objective of the entire investigation was also to
strategically pose “some” questions, to help different realities pose them systemati-
cally and consciously (Action Research) by inducing the restlessness of the questions
and the discursive and practical problematic nature of their possible answers...or of
the absence of answers (training). 

As a social and cultural anthropologist, one of my specific investigative activities
consisted in gradually observing, monitoring and registering the reactions and
processes that were generated. Through an eminently qualitative approach, I con-
stantly took note of the collateral processes of the research while collaborating with
the research équipe to put precise information-gathering instruments in place. Such
instruments enabled the subsequent analysis of more specific data, which were
somehow connected to more objective forms of elaboration of the results, and their
comparison with the participant observation that I had previously carried out was also
interesting.

In this paper I will therefore share both a reflection on the path of “participant ob-
servation” that I carried out2 in the course of the four years of research, and my own
reading, by means of the aforementioned anthropological and sociocultural ap-
proach, of the information that was provided through the use of qualitative instru-
ments (i.e., numerous focus groups, very few interviews, and reflections on “critical
incidents”) and the use of one more quantitative instrument (i.e., the questionnaire
which was structured in 9 languages). Here I will employ a narrative style which, fol-
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lowing a dialogical and participative anthropological approach, made me into a par-
ticipant of the study and an interactive interpreter, inside and beyond the work of an
external researcher who reads the data as a detector and analyst of the clashes, di-
vergences and intersections of information.

A long participant observation

Adisposition of attentive, curious and systematic observation is a substantial and 
transversal part of an anthropologist’s entire work. It starts from the moment sci-

entific “curiosity” emerges; then, when the research project is born, it becomes a pre-
cise ethnographic practice through the drafting of a field journal, that is a notebook
with notes and annotations. 

A historical premises: the 2007 survey

Nevertheless, I feel the need to make a premise. In truth, I have already worked on
matters of multiculturality in the formation contexts of the Institutes of Consecrated
Life (ICL). It was the year 2007, and the experience was centred around a one-day
seminar held at the Urbaniana University by our Istituto Superiore di Catechesi e Spir-
itualità Missionaria (ISCSM) in collaboration with the Faculty of Missiology. At the time,
upon the request of the then-head of the institute, I arranged a brief survey on the per-
ception of the processes of contextualisation and inculturation in the novitiates of fe-
male Catholic ICL. About 100 student test subjects, who were female students and
women religious attending courses at the ISCSM, were involved. In view of the one-
day seminar entitled “New sprouts, same lymph. The experience of inculturation in
novitiates”, which was to take place on March 23rd, 2007, I prepared a brief semi-
structured questionnaire in order to start prompting communication on the topic and
gather preliminary quantitative and qualitative information. Throughout the seminar,
we created and recorded some study focus groups (FG): some of the immediate re-
ports on these FG were shared by their animators during the seminar. During the
event I also shared an initial reflection on the data that emerged from the question-
naire which, as mentioned, had previously been administered. The findings of that re-
search were never converted into a scientific article, and I never published the con-
siderations and interpretations that emerged from that work. The sample base was
too small and rather connected with the context, and the research instruments, while
clearly not banal, were simple, self-produced and unvalidated. 

However, regardless of the objective results that emerged from the questionnaire
and the various FG, what struck me back then – as in the present research – were
the communicative processes: there was a certain distance between perceived real-
ity and narrated reality (or reality that could be narrated), between people’s complex
experiences, their modes of communication, and the presence of occasionally con-
tradictory evaluations. In the questionnaires, and similarly in the FG, the overwhelm-
ing majority of the involved women religious conveyed images of local Catholic
churches and related religious congregations characterised by initiated post-colonial
processes and with positive contextualisation dynamics. This occurred in the various
continental contexts, be them African, Asian, American or Oceanian. At the same
time though, it was clearly specified that the founders of the various institutes, most
of the current leadership, as well as the contents, materials, structures and person-
nel that were involved in the formation were of European origin and under European
management. As for the question “The formation experience you have received, in re-
lation to attention towards the novices’ cultures of origin, was a) very good, b) good,
c) barely sufficient, d) entirely insufficient”, almost all of the attested answers were “a)
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very good’”. The questionnaire then concluded with two open questions: 1. Describe
two experiences/situations that occurred during your novitiate demonstrating attention
towards your culture of origin that you believe were very positive, and 2. Describe two
experiences/situations that occurred during your novitiate demonstrating attention to-
wards your culture of origin that you believe were very negative. These two questions
almost always remained unanswered. When they were resumed during the FG they
were leading to the same results until some students warned me that the participants
did not feel free to speak of the topic due to the presence of some FG animators
who, for various reasons, were close to people who could refer what the participants
said to their superiors or formators. I therefore called the animators to entrust them
with another task and left the FG free to moderate themselves but with the commit-
ment of preparing a detailed and anonymous report of what emerged. The reports
presented a different reality compared to the questionnaire: there were indeed some
positive practices, which were quite rare in truth; then a greater number of difficult
and sometimes painful experiences were narrated, where religious formation was
presented as being rather “colonial” and Eurocentric, and therefore often denying or
being judgmental towards the non-European women religious’ cultures of origin and
incapable of imagining forms of contextualisation and inculturation. Two different
worlds and two different narrations emerged, one apparently very ideal and the other
sometimes dramatically very real.

I had the distinct impression that for a pluri-continental religious institution like that
of the ICL of the Catholic Church, with its widespread and capillary formative struc-
tures, the matter of cultural plurality and the diversity of languages, uses, customs
and traditions were an accepted fact, yet the ethical and religious (or religious and
ethical) need for their positive interaction constantly produced an idealised narration.
The statement: «Finding ourselves together in diversity is a nice experience that en-
ables encounters and the exchange of great richness» thus became (and remains to
this day) a constant, nice, easily expressible topic that was part of its own habitual
narration and self-representation. Multiculturality was (and is) indicated as an oppor-
tunity for great exchange in a climate of mutual respect, dialogue and mutual “en-
richment”3. Nevertheless, institutional and idealised representation on the one hand,
and cultural logics, socioeconomic dynamics, hierarchical and asymmetric relations,
and the concrete life of people and institutions on the other hand, may be distant. And
I am not referring to the normal gap between ideal and real, between project and con-
crete realisation. I am also not referring to the classic phenomenon of institutional
communication (narration) that diverges from that of the more or less aligned or un-
satisfied base. Although the latter is often inevitable, at the time I sensed a specific
cultural process, a sort of habit of double narration and double truth: a sort of “envi-
ronmental hypocrisy” due not so much to a gap between ideal and real that is in-
communicable due to reasons of freedom in communication, but rather to an em-
braced, interiorised and widespread self-representation and consequent idealised
narration that stems from the (religious and Christian) nature of the institutions. These
in truth are perceived in themselves as “right”, as “good”, regardless of the human
contradictions that have always, and in any case, been considered occasional, ex-
temporaneous, and never structural. I will return to this later.

In any case, the 2007 investigation, which would have needed further investiga-
tion, remained suspended and unfinished, but various dynamics have remerged in
the present research, which started ten years later. It is as if I had resumed the weav-
ing of the threads of a texture that I had never stopped observing or experiencing
while teaching at PUU and other universities, generally within an ecclesiastical con-
text characterised by the significant presence of subjects from ICL and by decisive
internationalism. My later activity in formation and accompaniment in ICL, especially
in the missionary area, whose members are increasingly multicultural, was added to
this experience.
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The 2017 research

As narrated in the Introduction4, about four years ago I was presented with an oppor-
tunity to carry out research on a large scale that would open a more capillary exploration
of Roman pontifical universities and the numerous formation centres in ICL located in
Rome or the province whose members normally attended Roman ecclesiastic aca-
demic environments. Collaboration with the “Unione Internazionale delle Superiore
Generali” (UISG) and the support of the GHR Foundation made the project feasible and
expandable. We could increase the personnel at our disposal by involving collaborators
and researchers, and expand into the Italian territory mostly to attain comparison sam-
ples that would make what had been found in Rome, which prevailed in terms of the
number of institutions that were inserted in the field of investigation, plausible.

Ten years after my first reconnaissance on the dynamics of the inculturation and
contextualisation of novitiates, the world of Catholic consecrated life seemed to me
to have changed only in part. In this sense, starting right from the phase of elabora-
tion of a possible project to be shared with the UISG and submitted to the GHR Foun-
dation, I made it my business to keep track of notes and annotations. I did it just as
much during the phases that followed, and more precisely the phases of personnel
selection and training, as well as those of first contact with and involvement of the in-
stitutions to be inserted in the research project. The information on the contact
modes, different reactions and eventual involvement of various Roman and Italian ec-
clesiastical institutions of higher education, as well as the various male and female In-
stitutes of Consecrated Life, that I gradually collected could thus be considered
“ethnographic notes”. A certain participant observation was also experienced by and
with the members of the extended équipe, especially during the meetings of the FG.
For each meeting in fact, written notes reporting the observations of both FG facilita-
tors, one of whom explicitly had the role of observing, were gathered. Before pro-
ceeding to the interpretation of what emerged from the research’s global data set, I
therefore intend to share some considerations on these ethnographic notes.

2.2.1 The contact phase

As already mentioned in the introductory essay of this action-research-training, the
analysis and management of multiculturality and of communication and intercultural
education had already been an object of discussion in the world of ICL5 for some time
and, albeit as a marginal discipline, it was already somewhat a part of the educational
offer provided by ecclesiastical university institutions. Nevertheless, the first phase of
the project was difficult and entailed the complex task of contacting and engaging var-
ious institutions. This phase, which was completed in collaboration with Prof. Longhi-
tano, at that time dean of the ISCSM, and with the executive secretariat of the UISG,
led us to contact the superiors of various ICL and the heads or rectors of ecclesiasti-
cal institutes of higher education, i.e. mostly universities or pontifical academic institu-
tions. Our attention was clearly only on academic or religious, and congregational or
intercongregational, formative communities with a strong degree of multiculturality
among its members. Because we had envisioned our research as an engaging and
participative experience (action-research-training, as a matter of fact) since the very
beginning, it was important for us to gather active and dynamic consensus, and not
just formal permission, to meet formators and candidates, students and teachers.

We knew that the matter of multiculturality was one of the issues that were dis-
cussed (and experienced) in such formative realities which, despite being mostly
characterised by their reflection on the dimension of “coexistence”, was also in-
creasingly revealing itself to be an “educational emergency”, or a dynamic that con-
cerned both formation to consecrated life and the transmission and true acquisition
of the offered contents in university contexts. Each head of (academic or religious
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higher) institution that was contacted received a brief presentation of the research
and its objectives, of the issues that it stemmed from, and of its methods of imple-
mentation and involvement of the communities. 

From the onset, I noted my perception of strong resistance in my field journal. The
(regional and national) locations of coordination of religious life were formally con-
tacted by e-mail and with an in-person visit during one of their periodic meetings (at
the Unione Superiore Maggiori d’Italia (USMI), the Lazio regional USMI, the Sicily re-
gional USMI… to give some examples). They then generally provided a formal ac-
ceptance of the proposal, to which almost no communication of interest followed, ex-
cept that expressed by a few superiors or formators (both male and female) who were
particularly interested in the phenomenon. In truth, practically no real calls, requests
for further information or desire to be engaged occurred. In general, the meetings
were characterised by courtesy and respect, coupled with great coldness and si-
lence. This partially explains why very few religious communities were involved in the
end, despite there being many ICL and related formative structures throughout the
territory, and even this was the result of extensive, patient and reiterated in-person
contact. This matter, which seemed to be “so urgent”, did not correspond to more
than a very difficult and scarce willingness to participate. An ethnographic note is in
order here: in the course of this first phase, which required the engagement of the
communities in three consecutive meetings (the 3 FG), there was a greater availabil-
ity of male ICL (Comboni, Consolata Missionary, Missionary Oblates of Mary Immac-
ulate) compared to their female counterparts, which were much more distrustful and
usually available only as intercongregational formative communities. Another relevant
observation lies in the fact that greater availability was found in strongly missionary
congregations. Experience, a missionary perspective, and familiarity with the dimen-
sion of encountering diversity probably lowered some defences. And I believe that the
fact that the research was supported by the leadership of the PUU (Pontifical Univer-
sity of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples), which is especially famil-
iar with these ICL congregations, also contributed. 

As far as universities were concerned, the rectors and heads of ecclesiastical in-
stitutions of higher education, including those whose members were part of the
équipe of researchers, replied in an equally courteous and welcoming manner but
generally displayed a certain degree of distrust and struggle in actually cooperating.
I personally suppose that there was difficulty on their part in accepting the idea that
the real intercultural dynamic present in teaching and institutional organisation could
be “read and evaluated” from outside (or inside) such institutions. Perhaps there was
also some concern that external or other researchers could investigate the real per-
ception of such a dynamic among teachers and students. 

The first form of involvement consisted in a phase of qualitative research by
means of batteries of multi-thematic FG composed of three meetings for both stu-
dents and teachers. In brief, out of the six academic institutions that were involved in
the FG phase as regards the teachers, 3 accepted to carry the activity out in 2 meet-
ings, 2 chose the option of 1 meeting and in the biggest institution, i.e. the PUU, only
3 faculties accepted the one-meeting mode, while one faculty, along with the ISCSM,
opted for the 2 meetings mode6.

The main, and understandable, reason for this, which was also present in the ICL,
often lied in the fear of overlapping many activities and initiatives, as well as the desire
to protect formators and candidates, as well as students and teachers, from the dis-
persion and overload of commitments. Another reason for not participating consisted
in “having already dealt with the issue”, having the matter “already been the object of
other meetings, formation sessions and assemblies, etc”. I sometimes had the im-
pression that “the matter” was perceived as a topic “to be dealt with, to be dis-
cussed…” rather than a process to be monitored, evaluated, promoted, produced,
and transformed. It was difficult, and often fruitless, to try to share this second ap-
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proach with superiors, formators and teachers in light of a different and new way of
considering “the matter”, which is connected less with coexistence and more with for-
mation organisation. Yet perhaps, in my opinion, it was the very intuition of this horizon
that created difficulties for the hierarchical structures of the institutions and formation
organisations. In truth, they were supposed to be the subjects who are most interested
in the investigative processes and the results of the Action Research that had also
been devised as an opportunity and time for self-formation. These institutions were
supposed to be the first to eventually achieve a new awareness of reality, initiate trans-
formative processes and guide them. I will return to this topic in the final paragraphs.

Another interesting dynamic consisted in the phase of recruitment and expansion
of the research équipe, as well as the sharing of the project, its objectives, its possi-
ble instruments and the attempt to create a common “language” concerning used
terms and their profound understanding. Most of the équipe was made up of stu-
dents and teachers from the same academic institutions that were involved in the ac-
tion-research-training, and a part belonged to the world of ICL. It was necessary, but
also interesting, to work on sharing the project and its “language”, both as a pre-test
of some instruments and as the beginning of a reflection on the semantic and prac-
tical perception of terms such as “multiculturality”, “interculturality”, and “intercultural
competences”. There were divergences and different experiences, approaches and
ways of thinking within the équipe itself that required personal and group discussion
and elaboration. It was just as interesting, both during and after the various formation
sessions with the équipe members, to reflect on the ongoing dynamics and
processes related to these dimensions within the realities they were meeting during
the research. The presence of researchers from “more secular” contexts also made
the confrontation useful both on a comparative level and in relation to the greater
awareness of various surrounding contexts.

In brief, if I were to describe what emerged from my field diaries in relation to the
first phase of the research with few and significant words, I would say that, both dur-
ing the qualitative and quantitative phases, the experience of contacting and engag-
ing various realities was characterised by:

For the RESEARCH ÉQUIPE
– Enthusiasm and sharing of the project and its objectives, but lack of initial clar-

ity regarding the difference between multicultural and intercultural dynamics. It
was important to focus with them on the differences that are present in many
multicultural formation contexts in case they presented projects in or attention
towards an open and dialogue-based multiculturality, or paths in view of an in-
tercultural dynamic. In other words, the équipe also had to reflect on and ma-
ture in the (planning, practical and dynamic) differences between the horizon
of a welcoming multiculturality and that of an interculturality capable of pro-
ducing mutual transformations. It was just as important for the équipe to better
understand the existence of specific intercultural competences and of the pon-
dered processes that promote them.

– Great attention towards the engagement, training in and sharing of the use of
participative methods and of the activation of mutual support towards aware-
ness within an équipe that was plural in terms of generations, countries of ori-
gin, studied disciplines, academic roles and ecclesiastical contexts.

– Perception of the experience’s value in terms of self-formation and “multicultural”
dialogue in academic or ICL formative contexts featuring strong cultural plurality.

For the UNIVERSITY TEACHERS
– Widespread surprise and lack of preparation, as a team of reseachers, in elab-

orating matters concerning the relation between multiculturality, interculturality
and their own educational offer. In the course of our first contact with these in-
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stitutions and, as we will see later on, in the FG phase, there was a certain de-
gree of unease and lack of preparation in connecting their own disciplinary
matters with those of multi- and interculturality. There was a tendency to see
multiculturality as a dimension (difficulty, disturbance) of didactic transmission,
an issue related to addressees and students, and interculturality as a specific
matter of certain disciplines.

– Substantial resistance towards outside observation7. Sometimes the evalua-
tion/self-evaluation was perceived as a time of analysis, collaboration and im-
provement. Much of the time however, it was perceived as a moment of judge-
ment, and in some cases, of interference in their work. After all, our action-re-
search-training provided not for the production of an evaluation report of uni-
versities or congregations but rather a participative process whose results
would have been freely received and employed for further internal processes
aiming at the qualification of the experience. This dimension was little grasped
and implemented. Furthermore, there was a certain amount of struggle due to
the research’s being perceived as an experience coming from the bottom and
not proceeding in a hierarchical line. It was carried out by a group of university
researchers – initially from the PUU, the PFSEA and an international institution
(UISG) – and it was open access and therefore not “commanded from above”.
The encountered environment seemed to be more accustomed to asymmetri-
cal dynamics.

– Partial disengagement in taking advantage of the time for collaborative forma-
tion. As mentioned, in the universities and academic institutions that embraced
the research/action path it was very difficult to engage teachers in the forma-
tion-self-formation activity that had been planned and devised as 3 consecu-
tive meetings in the form of FG. The main reason that was given was the over-
load of meetings and commitments (as well as lessons), and the perception of
this activity as free and not mandatory, i.e. not formally requested by academic
authorities. As a result, in the various academic institutions that were involved,
the number of teacher FG had to be reduced to two, or even only one, as a
minimal condition to maintain at least some participants. Within these “abbre-
viated solutions” we attempted to summarise the type and content of the in-
vestigation without making any substantial changes. Moreover, in the various
academic institutions many, and sometimes even most, of the participants who
were truly interested in the issue or desirous to demonstrate their presence at
these academic initiatives were either not permanent (in the case of invited pro-
fessors or lecturers) or had only recently been instated. This occurred, with
varying numbers, at the PUU, the ITVCC, the IUS, the STI–PIME and the FaTeSi.
The contrary occurred in the PFSEA, where the participants had been formally
invited: here in fact, there was a majority of permanent teaching staff and less
availability on the part of the invited professors (who were not as present at the
university). In general, during the teacher FG there was a certain struggle in
carrying out the peer-to-peer self-formation experience, and at times the ques-
tions of the FG seemed to be aimed more at “judging” (evaluating) the work of
the teachers rather than analysing the situation together; at other times, there
were questions as to whether a superior institute was organising the research.

The dynamic of hierarchical processes seems to be strongly perceived in Catholic
ecclesiastical contexts, but the situation differs in universities and formation commu-
nities of consecrated life. The former initially embraced the chance to host the re-
search but presented difficulties when it came to really engaging students and teach-
ers. The latter generally ignored the invitation to participate and closed themselves to
a prospect of reading that was animated from outside; however, the few who ac-
cepted the proposal were seriously and more collaboratively engaged.
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STUDENTS
– More extensive but problematic involvement of students. It was also difficult to

involve students, despite their participation being volunteer and sample-based,
in the attempt to form only a few FG for each academic institution, each com-
posed of 14 members8. For the most part, these meetings were seen as an
extra hourly commitment in addition to the students’ various university com-
mitments, and in some cases an investigation that could highlight something –
i.e. multiculturality – that was evident in the composition of the student body but
not to the same extent in that of the academic organisation, languages, domi-
nant cultures and course programmes, was viewed with suspicion. Like in the
brief 2007 survey, I sensed the perplexity of many students concerning the re-
searchers’ real desire to listen to the truth and the students’ practical possibil-
ity to express opinions, including critical ones, as well as little belief that any-
thing could really change. There was more participation in institutions where the
researchers made a greater effort to explain the aims, contents and procedures
of the research, as well as where there were teachers who were “more sensi-
tive” towards the research and acted as mediators. In these cases, it was eas-
ier to illustrate an activity that would enable the lights and shadows of the on-
going experience to be narrated and lead to reflections on desirable future
transformations. In cases where the university population was mixed in terms
of gender, the female component was more participative. Those who partici-
pated in the FG generally expressed their satisfaction upon having the oppor-
tunity to speak more extensively about certain topics. Despite the diversity in
experience and competences (with very different languages) students faithfully
partook in the proposals that were presented at the 3 meetings.

For the ICL FORMATION COMMUNITY 
FORMATORS
– Difficulties in self-analysis on the part of formators. The formators to conse-

crated life who were called on to carry out interviews and not to form FG, some-
how manifested dynamics that were similar to those of the university teaching
staff. Not many interviews were carried out because only a few formation com-
munities accepted to be involved in the end. Yet this was not the only reason.
While courtesy, collaboration and the willingness to meet characterised our
contact with such formators, much less willingness to undergo an in-depth in-
terview was displayed. Where this did occur, multiculturality was perceived as
a dimension “of others”, i.e. of the candidates, and as dealing more with “their”
dynamics of coexistence and community. In few cases did the discussion man-
age to mostly approach their way of being and acting as formators, the dy-
namic of the formative proposal, or matters related to the charisma and forms
of religious life (which are mostly centred, on a categorical and substantial
level, in cultures with a European matrix). In fact, it was difficult to explore how
the entire formative framework is rooted in anthropological, social and religious
categories with a “Western” matrix on a psycho-pedagogical and spiritual the-
ological level.

It is possible to notice how this dimension somehow emerges in contrast with the
extensive documentation that has been gathered on ICL and their reflection on multi-
and interculturality compared to the reiterated claims of the importance and current
relevance of the issue, as well as with the “culture” of attention towards multicultural-
ity that has been expressed based on the recent past of the various congregations
(especially missionary ones) that joined the research9. Nevertheless, the somewhat
defensive statements “we have already dealt with these things”, or “we have already
held meetings on this topic”, often recurred. 
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CANDIDATES
– Serious and continuous involvement of ICL candidates. The participation of

consecrated men and women in the various formation houses (first by means
of the sample FG, and then in an extensive manner with the questionnaire) was
generally very consistent. In their case as well, their adherence to the FG was
on a voluntary basis. The decisional process of these smaller realities with
closer relationships resulted in more consistent and dynamic participation
compared to that of the academic institutions. Such meetings were, for the
most part, considered an extra – albeit interesting – hourly commitment by the
consecrated men and women and allowed them to escape their routine of
community commitments. 

2.2.2 A further statistical annotation

It must be pointed out that the few formative ICL communities that signed up for the
qualitative phase and were mostly from missionary congregations, were backed by
formators, formation programmes, but especially by candidates that were rather
open and favourable towards the contents of the research and the group dialogue
approach. A further reflection is in order here: as previously mentioned, in the quali-
tative phase of the research, there was greater availability within the male communi-
ties, while more closure emerged in the female communities. However, it is necessary
to point out that it was the heads and formators of the “female communities”, and not
the communities themselves, that expressed greater closure and acted as filters of
the experience. In contrast, during the quantitative phase, there was less involvement
on the part of the male participants and greater availability within the female part,
since the Questionnaire was open access and online. 

Considering that the quantitative phase of the research (the administration of the
online Questionnaire) mostly took place within the academic institutions, the following
brief reflections may be useful: 81.9% of those who completed the Questionnaire were
diocesan priests, seminarians or consecrated men and women. The latter, i.e. the con-
secrated men and women, made up 68.4% of the compilers. It is interesting to see
how 71.6% of the number of people who filled in the Questionnaire were female. Con-
sidering that 13.4% of the total were diocesan priests and seminarians, and that 18.1%
were male and female laypersons, it is easy to infer that most of the consecrated men
and women who filled in the Questionnaire were “consecrated women”10. This data
assumes even more value upon observing – even merely as an example – the related
numbers (Table 1) and absolute numbers (Table 2) of the students of 411 of the uni-
versities or higher education institutes where the Questionnaire was distributed in 2021
(corresponding to 75.8% of the institutions that answered the Questionnaire12).

Tab. 1 – Percentage of distribution of the Q participants among the academic 
Tab. 1 – ecclesiastical institutions*

Participating academic institutions Percentage

Pontificia Università Urbaniana (Rome) 38.4%
Pontificia Facoltà di Scienze dell’Educazione Auxilium (Rome) 25.6%
Istituto Universitario Sophia (Florence) 6.0%
Istituto di Teologia della Vita Consacrata Claretianum (Rome) 5.8%
Pontificia Università Salesiana (Rome) 5.1%
Seminario Teologico Internazionale – PIME (Monza, Milan) 3.4%
Other university institutions 15.7%
Total 100.0%

* Only institutions with a % above 3% were listed.
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Tab. 2 – Absolute number of teachers and students present in the academic ecclesiastical
institutions in the three academic years in which the action-research-training took
place*

It is interesting to see, upon observing only A.Y. 2020/2021 in Table 2, how the sig-
nificant number of women that filled in the Questionnaire (71.6%) cannot be ac-
counted for based on the majority of female students in the PFSEA and ITVCC (which
combined still make up 31.4% of the total number of compilers), since the vast ma-
jority of participants in the PUU and the STI-PIME are male. At the IUS, the number of
male and female students is even. The interweaving of this data leads to the conclu-
sion that the Questionnaire has mostly been the object of interest of women and not
men (why? I will advance a hypothesis later), and that most of them are probably con-
secrated women that attended the PUU and PFSEA institutions.

A comparative analysis of the framework presented 
by the Focus groups and Questionnaire

I do not wish to repeat what has already been illustrated in the preceding contribu-
tions14, yet it is important for me to have them in mind, read them and go through
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Academic Italian
European

Non-European
Year teachers

teachers
teachers

Students Males Females
(non-Italian)

PUU
2018/2019 83 19 23 1396 1094 302
2019/2020 76 12 21 1240 929 311

2020/2021
Covid19 

72 12 21 1286 1046 240Pandemic

PFSEA
2018/2019 41 2 8 356 37 319
2019/2020 42 3 9 346 32 314

2020/2021
Covid19

47 3 13 459 54 405Pandemic

ITVCC
2018/2019 28 8 7 173 18 155
2019/2020 29 10 8 167 11 156

2020/2021
Covid19 30 8 7 151 12 139

Pandemic

IUS
2018/2019 32 10 4 123 58 65
2019/2020 28 8 5 128 67 61

2020/2021
Covid19 

34 7 8 164 81 83Pandemic

STI-PIME13

2018/2019 27 – – 41 35 6
2019/2020 27 – – 54 48 6

2020/2021
Covid19 

29 – – 74 53 21Pandemic

* Source: the didactic
secretariats of the 

academic institutions.
The FaTeSi in Palermo
is absent, as it did not

send the data, but 
its percentage 

of compiled 
Questionnaires 

was not significant.

3



them from a comparative perspective. Therefore, I will add my analysis of the gath-
ered data and information to what has already been detailed and share a series of
conclusive reflections. I will try to do so in a schematic manner by indicating the
“thought-provoking” critical points and aspects that emerged during our four years of
listening, working, reflecting and comparing.

The main subject of our research: female, member of an ICL, 
who crosses different worlds 

In the working hypothesis of our research, we started from the perception that, in
these worlds so marked by multiculturality (pontifical and ecclesiastical university in-
stitutions and ICL formative communities) there were different levels of awareness in
relation to the terms and dynamics at play: everyone perceives multiculturality, but
what value do they give it? Do they know the specific meaning of the intercultural dy-
namic? Do they confuse it with the former? Do they know what an “intercultural com-
petence” is? Do the people who experience this immersion in cultural plurality per-
ceive the competences that they already possess and exercise as well as those they
should develop? Do the (academic or of formation to consecrated life) formative in-
stitutions promote and form them in a conscious and systematic manner? The (pro-
visional) answers to these questions stemmed from research in the field and the
rereading of textual data and of that deriving from the completion of the question-
naires. The units of analysis were different, the sample mostly came from the com-
plex and multifaceted reality in Rome, and the information received from the various
control units (formative faculties, communities and locations that differed from the
Roman institutions) substantially confirmed a perceptive and practical dynamic that
is similar in the analysed samples. However, there is a “key subject” that emerged
throughout the entire process and constituted about 70% of the studied sample base:
consecrated women between 25 and 55 years of age, mostly from Africa and Asia
but with relevant percentages of European (especially Italian) and Latin American
members. This is the “woman belonging to an ICL” who crosses different cultural
worlds for the mission and her formation, and who constitutes almost 50% of the par-
ticipants of the FG and more than 70% of those who completed the Questionnaire or
were involved in the completion of other provided instruments of investigation (inter-
cultural survey form and analysis of critical incidents)15.

Why is there such an imbalance towards women? The population, both female
and male, that was contacted and involved throughout the various stages of the re-
search had been carefully selected. We could actually say that the majority of the
population that received the invitation to participate in the research was sometimes
mostly constituted by a male point of contact (e.g. in the PUU). Nevertheless, men,
be them already priests or on the path of formation towards diocesan or religious
Catholic priesthood, more frequently withdrew from the research. In academic insti-
tutions or formative events featuring a mixed participation (male and female), even
when the male component represented the absolute and abundant majority of the
population, it composed the relative and scarce majority of those who joined the FG,
and a clear minority of those who compiled the Questionnaire. Among the ICL com-
munities in Italy that were called to fill in the Questionnaire, only the female congre-
gations responded sporadically16. Is reflection on the practices of multiculturality and
interculturality only a female matter? Is the “potentiation of” and “formation towards”
intercultural competences only a path for women? Is welcoming others in their cul-
tural diversity and caring for relations a “feminine thing” while men do not cede, de-
fend their identity and culture17, and avoid entering problematising discussions? Or
are we in the presence of a more complex attitude which, beyond these hypothetical
simplifications and generalisations, is connected to the phenomenon of “clerical-
ism”18 in the Catholic Church, meant as a form of separation, authority, lack of dia-
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logue, and disdain towards investigations from below? The doubt that the priest or he
who studies as such (in Rome, in particular), could aim at reaching a status (and so-
cioeconomic position) of authority rather than dedicate himself (with passion and ef-
fort) to meeting and confronting the world and its complexity, emerges. It is easy to
think that he may – not only but mostly – be destined to future teaching or govern-
ing19 roles (especially if involved in higher education abroad) rather than those based
on animation, dialogue, understanding and the participative construction of basic re-
alities. In contrast, female candidates seem to be better suited for dialogue from
below and for the horizon of missionary activity, pastoral animation and service in the
territory that are characterised by cultural, religious and socioeconomic pluralism, es-
pecially in missionary contexts. Only a partial divergence compared to these very
general hypotheses emerged from the male religious missionary world: however, as
we already know, it mainly participated in the qualitative part of the research. In any
case, these are open reflections. There is still much to investigate in further depth.

Disturbances in the perception of key terms: multiculturality, 
interculturality, intercultural competences

In the various units of analysis, different ways to perceive, interpret, and therefore
manage cultural plurality and its consequences appear. Here as well, the matter of
the perception/interpretation of cultural diversity leads to the emergence of other
problematic points. These also concern the difference between leadership and the
base, among formators and candidates. 

As in the reflection that was shared in the preceding paragraph regarding the nu-
merical differences between male and female participants in the research that
opened a possible window onto the matter of clericalism in the Catholic Church, now,
upon discussing multiculturality, another window opens on the way university educa-
tion and, to the same extent, “educational and formative processes” in general,
should be understood. I will therefore proceed by unit of analysis and briefly share
what, in my opinion, emerged from the observation and analysis of the data.

ECCLESIASTICAL UNIVERSITIES AND ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS

Teachers/Students

In the context of academic education, upon listening to the teachers, the perception of
university education as an event of unidirectional communication that is characterised
more by the transmission and consequent possible acquisition of content than by the
qualification and learning of competences (including cognitive ones) and critical abili-
ties prevails. The matter of multiculturality is thus mostly seen as a typological context
of the base of recipients of the transmission/transfer operation of content. In cases
where the origin of the candidates is plural, the main problem (for the transmission of
content) is, in fact, a linguistic one (in the dimension of code more than of semantics):
technically, it is “a disturbance” of efficient transmission. Space is little or rarely given to
the conscious and critical perception of the multiculturality of the teachers themselves,
who self-perceive themselves (or perhaps only narrate themselves as such in public) as
having transited with sufficient “integration” to “Western” culture and the Italian lan-
guage. Even less space is dedicated to the matter of the mono, multi and/or intercul-
tural dimension of disciplinary contents. Therefore, while multiculturality is mostly a
problematic fact characterising students (and mainly a linguistic problem), the multicul-
turality/interculturality dynamic as disciplinary content is generally perceived as a “topic”
to be treated in certain specific subjects, and not a transversal, and thus transdiscipli-
nary, element. It is transversal in the background of the formators, as of the candidates,
but also of the educational offer (contents and programmes). In any case, intercultural-
ity, as Deriu20 rightfully points out, is not perceived as the responsibility of the teacher,
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who is called upon to transmit his or her specific discipline (of which, I repeat, the mainly
Western contextual and cultural aspect is rarely seen). Even the comparison with other
teachers from other continental contexts is only a vague hypothesis that is indicated the-
oretically: we are in Italy, in Europe, with an age-old Christian tradition, and this indicates
the main cultural horizon of reference without it needing to be reiterated. The “others”,
or the other teachers with different cultural backgrounds are basically called upon – al-
beit with mutual respect – to approach and integrate within a formal, thus enriching con-
frontation and tolerant dialogue. Those who belong to this “other” origin tend to (finally)
be able to speak about it but do so with great humility and without great demands. 

During the teacher FG, the sincerity of some – although few – teachers in sustain-
ing that they had never considered “the matter”, and that these are questions they
had never asked themselves, is striking. Others, on the contrary, assume the topic as
being inside their way of acting and thinking as a teacher in a multicultural context of
teachers and students, but then only give examples about the adaptation or the pos-
sible and difficult “translation” of content for “the others”, the recipients, and narrate
teaching as unidirectional transmission. It is usually the non-Italian or non-European
teachers who present competent reflections on the matters at play in terms of the
meanings and forms of thoughts in disciplinary content, but they do so in a marginal
and discreet manner.

In these stories, Europe often appears as an academic and scientific world that,
being unique, developed or was the main motor of the human or religious sciences21.
The existence of other continental contexts with a cultural and disciplinary heritage that
is just as historical, be it similar or different, is not, little, or not relevantly perceived. For
some teachers, this self-referential “ethno(Euro)-centric position” seems to have been
enacted and experienced but not conscious. For others, this position is conscious and
experienced with a certain degree of discomfort but betrays a lot of circumspection, in-
trojection, or something that it is not really the case to talk about. It is worth noting that
the Italian teachers mostly favoured narrations where it is the other (new teacher and
especially student) who encounters difficulties with what he or she finds and receives
during the didactic event (language, lessons, theoretical frameworks, exams). It is
“they” who do not understand and need to be helped or guided to understand. Multi-
cultural attention consists in taking on the task of helping them to adapt and integrate.

It is the teachers of foreign origin who most often report their own acculturative dif-
ficulties, as well as the awareness that the other (teacher and especially student) may
experience the same. It is underlined that such difficulties do not derive from “not un-
derstanding”, but rather from the cultural inconvenience of “difference”, or in other
words from seeing something that has been understood in a different manner. How-
ever, these considerations are narrated in a discreet manner, so as to not really
“touch” upon the sensitivity of the dominant cultural horizon.

All this leads to the emergence, along with the rarity and vagueness of seriously
focused reflection on postcolonial and intercultural processes, of the prevalent edu-
cational model. Although an extensive bibliography on learning processes and di-
dactic methodology has been built over the decades, and although we may speak
today of many innovative matters and modes22, a mostly deductive model and a
form of teaching that is mostly based on frontal and unidirectional dynamics still pre-
vail. They are based on contents presented as discursive/rational elements that the
candidate must listen to/understand, comprehend/interiorise and, if and when pos-
sible or required, choose and translate into behavioural practices. For this reason,
the main problem lies in “the language”, i.e. the code chosen for the data transmis-
sion. The imagined sequence that learning must undergo follows this path: ear / eye
➔ brain ➔ “heart” (in a metaphorical sense: appreciation / desire / choice / willing-
ness) action / body ➔ world.

Therefore, without entering the psycho-pedagogical and neuropsychological mat-
ters underlying the plausibility or bias of this imagined process, in our case “multi-
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culturality” is mostly transformed into a matter of linguistic diversity and “intercultur-
ality and the related socio-relational competences” become a “topic” (content/dis-
course) to be made into the subject of lessons or conferences, as well as workshops
to explore a “topic”. It is not a matter (it is almost never understood as being the mat-
ter) of complete educational objectives, actions of collaborative learning, theoreti-
cal/practical and relational competences, alternative semantic approaches to content
and teaching methods, etc. From a unidirectional perspective with resulting in-person
teaching, the only problem (when present) lies in the inconvenience that arises when
the used linguistic code is not “understood” (correctly decodified and memorised).
Furthermore, if it is understood, the cultural (non-linguistic) mediations are generally
the responsibility of the candidate or may be facilitated by means of a comparative
path that is provided by the teacher or created by the student. The problem, there-
fore, is not only the matter of understanding multiculturality, interculturality and inter-
cultural competences, but also the awareness of and real willingness to transform the
formative model. However, the topic is wider than what our research sought to study,
and further in-depth analyses of the second meeting of the focus groups could lead
to the emergence of other aspects. 

The male and female students enacted an approach that was partly similar to and
partly different from the topic. When inserted into a frontal formative system having
the aim of acquiring content (by means of discursive activities), the linguistic matter
remains the main means of detecting diversity with teachers and students; after all, it
is also the normal first communicative link and gate among people of different origins.
Nevertheless, in comparison to the teachers’ discussions, which mostly make the
problem of misunderstanding and distance emerge, male and female students are
more creative and positive: they highlight the value of even sporadic attempts of
teachers’ and students’ cross-cultural action. They are cross-cultural because it is im-
portant to underline the intermediate steps going from multiculturality towards inter-
culturality, which are attempts to go across and to overcome one’s own position, and
in some way tip the balance towards the other. Such a (more or less themed and
more or less aware) maturation of one’s intercultural competences, as well as those
of others’, may be seen in students (upon going through the FG’ materials and the
results of the Questionnaire23) as something that grows with time: the time spent in
Italy, the years of living in multicultural religious congregations, the years of pastoral
mission in different geographical contexts, and finally the years spent attending uni-
versities, faculties or academic institutions. One’s own discomfort towards language
(and/or the culture of the other) and the perception of the discomfort of others to-
wards one’s own language and culture decrease – as it is feasible, but not obvious,
to think – in function of one’s own experience of diversity. Cultural shock may in fact
sediment and exacerbate the discomfort of people and their communities, yet  a
trend of adaptation and gradual solution emerges in general. The educational and
formative institutions that consciously detect the resources and problematic areas of
a multicultural context should therefore facilitate processes or prevent inconven-
iences within an experiential and qualifying, and not discursive, logic. One of the
questions that animated the second meeting of the FG was devised in this sense:
“2.2. Thinking of your formation in the context in which you were inserted, what type
of proposals are made by those who animate and direct such an environment in order
to promote multicultural attention and interactions? Briefly describe them”. The stu-
dents indicated some efforts that were made by the academic institutions, but not
great commitment. I will only report three statements that briefly describe what
emerged in many FG:

«A specific proposal no, maybe promoting a nice environment, some time to
work together, this could already be a way...but something specific to know, to
share, to accept the culture of others, that...no…» (A, FG 2, 26/11/2018)
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«…there are professors who give tasks according to research, according to
one’s own country, and sometimes there are those who even give the oppor-
tunity to share one’s own experience, but it is not aimed at promoting intercul-
turality, but rather to make people’s culture known…» (A, FG 2, 26/11/2018)

«…we are all foreigners because there are almost no Italians. For this reason,
there is a certain degree of sensibility, and then also some professors, but this
depends on the professor, who sometimes give us the chance to exchange
thoughts “speak for 5 minutes in small groups, say what you think, how this
works in your country, in your congregation, in your country”. Perhaps some
professors are more sensitive...also the fact that the professors themselves are
from different cultures... This also helps in this sensibility, (...) then yes, there
are courses. Last year there was a course just on interculturality held by pro-
fessor ***. He is Congolese and a specialist. So yes, I have the impression that
this is important for the institute, not everything works well but in any case there
is awareness and also an effort to help the academic community» (C, FG 2,
04/12/2018).

The analysis of this second FG was carried out by Fiorenza Deriu24 using the Ira-
muteQ software but not by the other researchers, who used MAXQDA 2020. It could
therefore be further investigated in depth. In general, even the simple reading and
discursive analysis of the recordings highlight the episodic dimension of the forma-
tion proposal, which is connected to the teacher’s personality and mostly in the lin-
guistic or merely occasional and representative/folkloristic horizon of cultural diversity.
They usually consist in irregular and not planned “facilitating” activities for students
rather than the assumption of cultural plurality (on a disciplinary and interdisciplinary
level) with regard to the formation proposal, with the exception of some specific
courses (cultural anthropology, intercultural communication, intercultural pedagogy,
interreligious dialogue). In any case, the horizon is that of multiculturality and never
appears, on a substantial level, as interculturality.

ICL FORMATIVE COMMUNITIES: Formators/Candidates

In the context of ICL formative communities, a certain vagueness on the topic is strik-
ing upon analysing mainly the material of the few interviews to formators (7) but also
the contact, observation, and formal and informal dialogue with other formators that
had not been interviewed formally but met during the creation of the FG. Clearly, the
database for such an analysis is small and reflects the specific and personal experi-
ence and competence of few people. Nevertheless, some things recur and are mir-
rored in what has been said and indicated by the candidates. 

During the interviews with some of the ICL formators (one Brazilian, one Eritrean,
four Italians, and one Spanish whose congregations or missionary institutes are gen-
erally mostly composed of African or Asian members) various moments were dedi-
cated to the matter of interculturality. When asked about the differences between mul-
ticulturality and interculturality, some of them answered as follows:

«I am a bit embarrassed. It (our institute – Note by editors) is definitely multi-
cultural. I believe that interculturalism is when there is an exchange among cul-
tures, in other words one takes advantage of the other’s culture. This is what I
understood, but honestly I must say that you caught me off guard. It’s not...I
have never thought of it, I have to be honest. But I think a bit of interculturality
as the advantage that one takes of the culture of another, or of the enrichment
that one gains from the culture of another. That’s what I think, I may be wrong»
(V., 24.11.2018).
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«…I would not know how to define them, I would not be able to exactly tell you
the difference now because even now, when they ask us.... so what are you....
we are, we speak of internationality and interculturality and our congregation is
formed by interculturality and multiculturality» (T., 29.03.2019).

«…we reflected as an institute, and this is the booklet that was published after
the meeting that they had and... but... we are lacking in continuity, so we have
this meeting and then it seems that the topic is done, although important things
were underlined in that meeting, but it is a reflection that it is not finished at all,
it is a reflection that it should be carried forth, and instead once this meeting is
done it is forgotten» (J., 24.11.2018).

«Multiculturality, I imagine some monolithic students from Africa or Chile, for ex-
ample, that bring their nation like a...how do you call it, container. So when they
later go on a mission everyone wants to be Chilean in Peru, Colombian in Peru
and so naturally where does the encounter take place? We go down parallel
roads. And interculturality instead? Instead interculturality, I see that everyone
comes with their own, their baggage, but the baggage is open, so they pull out
their own best, but also their own worst sometimes, and share it with the oth-
ers so there is a comparison. From this comparison something new, something
that is not really local could be born but it is, well...not placed among the
clouds, but it is human...in other words, it is different, richer» (C., 29.03.2019).

«I believe that multiculturality is... I don’t know... as if the other cultures were...
one in front of the other, they can be juxtaposed, I’m not really sure, like an ar-
chipelago, or in search of an exchange, each is not an unconnected island, but
by speaking, communicating, like with bridges, it remains a nucleus... but var-
ious influences then pass» (A., 06.04.2019).

The way in which the formator is called to transmit the values of the “charisma” of
his or her ICL and the solidity of religious life to educate in the “character” and human
dimension of behaviours and attitudes, to help each on the path towards common life
(all perceived as if it were a value in itself, with its own strength, a-cultural) thus
emerges. He or she feels called to this. Cultural plurality, instead, is a background vari-
able that is added as a “specific mode”, on the candidates’ part, of being, perceiving
oneself, perceiving others and behaving. It may be richness, in the sense of appreci-
ation of pluralism, or, and more simply, a “disturbance” with regard to communication
and socialising. However, the centre is generally occupied by the person (interpreted
according to European categories...), not the matter of cultural difference.

As far as multiculturality and interculturality are concerned, there are vague ideas
and only sometimes is the reflection more profound; “common”, simplified percep-
tions prevail. Multiculturality is perceived in a “divisionist” sense, and where there are
cultural diversities, each normally seeks to live or survive according to one’s own
mentality and one’s own uses and customs without wanting to impose them on oth-
ers and without wanting to be transformed by those of others. Interculturality is
“when there is exchange”, “mutual enrichment” (the topic of culture diversity as a set
of “things” that one is and has and “exchanges”). The two concepts, while some-
what plausible, are however perceived in their extreme and simplified form. The
problem for formators – due to their action and the communitarian life of the candi-
dates – emerges when one passes from reflections that are a bit theoretical to the
planning and managing of community life as well as that of religious and missionary
formation: what does this “exchange” mean? How does it occur? Based on what
does it take place? Based on what can exchange and negotiation not take place?
Who decides it? By means of which cultural categories is the exchange managed?
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Who animates or promotes it? What does enriching oneself of the “values” or the tra-
ditions of another culture exactly mean? How are they stably inserted into the “cul-
ture” of the recipient? How do they transform it? Into what? Generally, there is silence
in the face of these questions. What has been shared by the formators seems more
to be a way of “organising” community life in a non-conflictual and tolerant manner
than dealing with the matters of learning and understanding charisma and the
human person within a plural, hybrid and intercultural perspective. Such an inter-
pretative and practical “perspective” of plurality, hybridisation and intercultural con-
tamination and transformation is a distant topic (while it is what actually happens
daily and slowly). The consideration of diversity as plurality and of interculturality as,
at the most, mutual enrichment, prevail. Then, as we mentioned, the way in which
the exchange occurs and what it changes within a person is not really clear. It is pre-
ferred to “believe” and not explore the image of a sedimentation of experiences that
accumulate and “enrich”. The rest of the work focuses, on one hand, on the inclu-
sive respect of cultural plurality in communities (food, some marginal habits, songs,
certain liturgical aspects, the language at times), and on the other hand, on the pos-
sibility of occasionally expressing and representing diversity within a mainly folk-
loristic horizon.

«...we have a day... then there are also others, throughout the year...for exam-
ple, if there is the Independence Day of Congo, we have a small party. Then
they speak about their country, they explain what they do in their country to the
others. There is a Kenyan national holiday, they prepare a little something and
talk a bit to the others about the country, about Kenya, about the challenges
they face there. No, in that they are fairly open, they also know a bit about the
things they also have in other countries, especially the Africans…» (J.,
24.11.2018)

By the way, this entirely European attitude of repeatedly giving a specific name
to those who come from different countries (they are referred to as Chileans, Indi-
ans, Chinese, Poles, Italians, Americans – referring improperly only to US citizens)
is surprising, as is that of speaking about “Africans” indiscriminately to refer to those
(for the most part with black skin) coming from the different and numerous coun-
tries and cultural contexts of Africa. Moreover, within the perspective of inclusive cul-
tural plurality, a problem is sometimes reported when one ethnic or national or cul-
tural group prevails on the others. Usually, phenomena that have already been seen
(but are still widespread) of Eurocentrism in language, lifestyle and ways of religious
experience are repeated, but this time from an African or Asian perspective. In an
interview, an example of a community that is unbalanced towards Africa is narrated,
along with the resulting Africanisation of its uses and customs (schedules, food,
“exaggerated” sense of privacy), that creates problems even if it does not seem to
be “an enormous difficulty” for those who are in a minority position (Italians, Euro-
peans, Latin Americans, Asians). Interestingly, the phenomenon of the current
prevalence of “vocations” from continents other than the traditional European or
Western ones has been solved, for instance, not by implementing a now-necessary
formation of all subjects – formators and candidates – towards intercultural compe-
tences for the management of multicultural communities, but rather through facili-
tating strategies to shorten distances by choosing formators who are capable of
adaptation or mediation.

«In choosing the formators, due to the irreparably African imprint that our sem-
inary has taken on, people from Africa or with experience of positive encoun-
ters with Africa who are capable of “adapting” here... mhmm adapting per-
haps... is really the wrong word.» (V., 24.11.2018)
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«...as regards the matter of intercultural formation, I would not make a new pro-
posal. It’s enough to...listen to, look, appreciate one another. I would not do
anything new compared to what has been attempted... Each person has a cul-
ture, a way of living, thinking, acting, relating inside that are fundamental val-
ues and when one can.... listen to, feel, appreciate what is in the other person,
that is good for me... I don’t know, I don’t have anything else to add.» (V.,
24.11.2018).

Without commenting the reference to the “irreparably African” imprint of the sem-
inary at hand, it truly seems that the topic of intercultural competences is the great ab-
sentee. For the formators that we encountered, multiculturality is a “fact” that they
perceive and seek to face: they have experienced it and developed a certain com-
petence in the course of their personal story (as missionaries from one part of the
world who are sent to another part) and in their current formation service. The under-
standing of interculturality usually does not go beyond the promotion of a mutually
welcoming environment and of occasional exchange, and it struggles to go beyond
conflict management. However, the specific competences and related qualifying
paths aimed at living in cultural plurality and managing intercultural transitions are not
part of the formative horizon. Neither the formators nor the candidates are generally
accompanied in perceiving and managing their own cultural transformation and con-
tamination: they are an absent topic or the product of a personal path. The formative
horizon is mostly based on the reinforcement of relational and communicative human
qualities to be enhanced through choice, exercise, patience and the support of a re-
ligious and spiritual ideal horizon.

A gap emerges between formators and candidates. With the appropriate excep-
tions, the various phases of the research and the results that emerged from the analy-
sis of the texts and the data of the questionnaire present a certain distance that is not
only generational, between the formators (even when they are teachers) and the can-
didates, in relation to the perception of multiculturality, personal experiences of cross-
ing into and settling in different geographic and cultural contexts, and the possibility
of elaborating and promoting intercultural experiences. 

Upon rereading the discussions that emerged within the various FG and the data
of the Questionnaire, and comparing them with the reflections of Deriu, Deliu and Di
Censi, I can hereby sustain that the unit of analysis that was grasped by the candi-
dates seemed to be open to the dynamics of interculturality, even if it is still not well
prepared. 

While for the former (formators and teachers), as well as for the latter (students
and candidates) multiculturality is a fact pertaining to the reality in which the forma-
tive experience takes place, for the candidates it is so with greater awareness also in
the reality they came from or in which they carried out their ecclesiastical service.
Upon analysing the texts of the FG and many answers of the questionnaire, we can
claim that the candidates make memories out of “their” experience of multiculturality,
as opposed to many formators who speak of the experience of “others”. Clearly, the
data on teachers and formators is smaller: it was limited to few interviews (and the
teacher FG) where the role of formators and formation was dealt with more directly.
Nevertheless, the overall perception is that of a greater presence, in candidates, of
reading multiculturality and “intercultural competences” that have been experimented
and/or acquired in the field. Clearly, there is no lack of lights and shadows: students
and members of ICL often analyse their own cultural background and that of others,
as well as the encounter that can take place with poor, simplistic and inadequate in-
struments25. Other times, also due to the lack of other formation proposals, the mul-
ticultural exchange is limited to matters of language, diversity of food, some social
behaviours and ways of organising festivities and “ethnic” self-representations. How-
ever, there is no lack of reflections and sharing which, on the contrary, are carried out
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with human and cultural competence and require training the formators to face the
challenge of interculturality, of the inter-culturation of the disciplines and charisms of
ICL, of teaching and formation methods, etc. As Di Censi26 well underlines, the in-
crease in formation entails an increase in the ability to analyse and understand other
cultures and one’s own culture as a dynamic process by trying to sense paths that
favour the encounter and relationship of mutual transformation. It is only by being ac-
companied27, and in a climate of dialogue and comparison with planned and solid
formation experiences, that one senses in which way it is possible to go beyond the
horizon of mere “enrichment” by sedimentation/juxtaposition. It is only thanks to a
conscious and intentional formation that one competently faces the fear that the other
(or the plural or global context) can transform us. Only good personal and group for-
mation may help each member and the formative institutions participate as a protag-
onist and be aware of (inter)cultural transition. The horizon of formation seems to be
the way to go.

Challenges to embrace and necessary transformations

As a matter of fact, in light of what has been experienced, understood and shared
throughout these four years, I can say that the horizon of a formation that helps the
comprehension and management of multiculturality is no longer deferrable or rele-
gated to occasional “thematic” exploration, unless it is done by means of occasional
workshops based on sharing and animation. I believe that such formation must take
on three important challenges:

a. to be included in higher university formation and entrance in ICL as one of the
curricular contents and a mandatory qualification along with others and within
fertile and critical interaction with other contents, abilities and competences;
curricular contents and qualifications, devised in terms of educational objec-
tives, from the perspective of the candidate’s level and degree of learning, and
not of the “topics” faced (or, in other words, transmitted) by formators.

b. to be devised, planned and experienced in a participative manner, thus en-
gaging formators and candidates as interlocutors and bearers of experience
and competence and not, especially in the case of the latter, only as the recip-
ients of the formative event;

c. to be founded on the critical and conscious assumption of the desire to over-
come some conceptual and experiential “knots” that impede progress in the
formation towards intercultural competences. Such knots are indicated below
and have been a motif underlying the main cognitive concerns of our research:
1. culture as a “thing” and not a process, 2. dialogue-based and inclusive mul-
ticulturality as a dangerous synonym of interculturality and 3. the discursive, di-
dactic, occasional approach in formation towards interculturality in multicultural
contexts.

Culture, multiculturality, interculturality, cultural…

A conceptual knot and a substantial and “objectified” idea of culture persists in the
minds of many teachers and formators28: it lies between static, monolithic and stereo-
typed perceptions (“us/them”, “my culture is..“., “those who come from... are like
this”, etc.) and more dynamic positions that still make culture into a sort of “innatism”,
“imprinting” or profound attitude, something that is in fact acquired but learnt once
and for all and determines a person. As a result, multiculturality is thought to be an
experience of juxtaposition of differences that is changeable for the most part, and in-
terculturality the context where some are more capable of transporting “pieces” of
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their own or others’ “culture” in themselves and others. “Cultural” coincides with “typ-
ical”, determining, connotative of a geographic area, a human group (at times de-
fined as an “ethnicity”), a religious group or, in general, a part of the population that
is connoted at a linguistic and/or sociocultural level. Therefore, each communicative
and cognitive operation occurs through narration, representation and, if necessary,
the “cognitive” learning of differences, with the resulting control and psychosocial
management of the behaviours and feelings that are triggered by the relation, espe-
cially if the latter is characterised by proximity. Candidates are also somewhat bear-
ers of this mentality, either due to the “mirror” effect with formative communities and
adults of reference, or because it is also widespread in their contexts of origin. After
all, they do not want to lose a concept that is self-referential, stable and reassuring in
terms of identity and cultural identity.

We may think of “cultural identity” as a reality, as something that really exists in-
side and outside of us, in others... or we can think of it as “a speech”, i.e. an ideo-
logical, cognitive and interpretative process that is useful for the management of the
self with others while remaining a provisional, procedural, relational element. Psy-
chologists, social psychologists, sociologists, and especially cultural anthropolo-
gists29 have been defining it so for decades with multi and interdisciplinary attention. 

Everything that nourishes and builds the perception and the sense of self of the
answer to the question “who am I” on a psychological and sociocultural level in-
evitably emerges when we find ourselves before an “other”, and it never says what
we are... but what we are with others and also thanks to others. Identity, which is lit-
erally something that remains stable and similar to itself at least for a certain amount
of time, is the mental category, the framework that men use to define (and try to at
least psychologically control) that which in truth is plural, changes, and updates and
modifies itself continuously (and thus remains alive). On a phenomenological level, it
is the most absurd and contradictory category that the human sciences could use.
Nevertheless, it exists (and therefore is studied); it is part of everyday and scientific-
disciplinary language but must be understood in a critical and complex manner and
in its “instrumental” use or in its “ideological/interpretative” or “discursive” non-onto-
logical dimension.

Therefore, if we learn to overcome this knot, and in other words to understand,
slowly loosen and abandon the “objectifying” meanings of these four key words of
ours (culture, multiculturality, interculturality, cultural), we can open ourselves to a more
dynamic, procedural and interpretative understanding. By doing so, it would no
longer be a matter of defending, preserving, comparing or exchanging “things”; in-
stead, we would be occupied in a manner that however must be more competent in
perceiving, inhabiting and learning how to experience complex, interpretative and re-
lational processes in which we are immersed and of which we are the co-protago-
nists. It is necessary to understand the dynamics and consequences that produce
our identity “perception” and that of who is with us, thus attempting to internalise the
result of humanity of each person without “objectifying” it, or in other words freezing
it in a stereotyped and static vision of us and the other. Even if we disguise ourselves
or tell ourselves or imagine our “cultural identity” or that of others as something that
is “rather stable”, this corresponds in reality to an interactive layering and a continu-
ous, plural and dynamic contamination of different interpretations and actions, both
on a generational and a sociocultural, value-based, economic, interpretative and per-
formative level. It is a matter of understanding, experimenting, rereading and reflect-
ing on these dynamics that have always inhabited man and constitute his “nature”...
in terms of culture.

Not surprisingly, as I have been experimenting with students in my courses on In-
tercultural communication for years, to journey towards interculturality, we could start
precisely from the multiculturality that is already inside of us and that, in a plural man-
ner and with various roots and traditions, intertwines in and constitutes our personal
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intercultural story30; something, in other words, that becomes interculturality inside of
us, just as much as it does outside of us. More than “individuals”, we are “multividu-
als”31 who are plural, complex, porous people in relations that sediment and elabo-
rate experiences while sometimes keeping different identities, dimensions and
modes together, speaking different languages, acting in more “ubiquitous”32 ways
every day in different in-person or online worlds.

Multiculturality/interculturality and formation

Another “knot” that must necessarily be overcome is the overlapping between (toler-
ant, welcoming and dialogue-based) multiculturality and interculturality (which involves
experiences of fusion, contamination, mutual hybridisation and the shared building of
new, inclusive and inedited cultural processes): they are not the same thing. It is im-
portant for both the formative institution and the candidates to be capable of focusing
on the various dynamics that present themselves or can be promoted when one wants
to build a generally divisionist, and at the most tolerant multiculturality; or a welcoming
and dialogue-based multiculturality or, instead....an interculturality, which we know to
be something else with different objectives. It is important, along with the dimension of
awareness, to proceed then to the qualification of related and more complex compe-
tences. Formative institutions are especially called on to operate in terms of planning
as regards these different scenarios, and should make a clear choice and conse-
quently build their educational offer. Formation in multiculturality and formation towards
interculturality are two different things. At the most, the former, if aware in terms of plan-
ning, could be a prior and intermediate step of the latter. Understanding the difference
means overcoming the previous knot that made culture into a “thing” (that one has and
one is) and enables the imagining of experiential paths of awareness, qualification and
maturation. While tolerant and dialogue-based multiculturality requires cognitive, rela-
tional and communicative abilities with regard to the knowledge, comprehension and
non-judgment of diversity, thus attempting to build and manage common spaces and
times and to share inclusive and non-conflictual practices, interculturality requires even
more of these, which surpass the already valid and important ability to decentre one-
self, which is mostly based on today and the management of the present. Intercultur-
ality asks to positively surpass, elaborate and manage the fear of mutual contamina-
tion and transformation, deems it necessary to comprehend cultural processes in a
complex, dynamic and profound manner, requires cooperative collaboration and learn-
ing skills and, most of all, requires passion, desire and competence in building a future
that no one possesses and that is not conceivable as being marked by the projection
of the prevailing continuity/innovation of one of the involved parties. An intercultural fu-
ture, as a conviviality of differences, is not “our” reality in the more open and inclusive
future. It is a different reality that is built together and remains to be invented.

Formative projects and practices more than speeches

To accomplish this, it is necessary to overcome the ecclesiastical habit and that of tra-
ditional formation teaching, which employs the “discursive” remedy to support the
promotion and change of reality. This is truly a “knot” that was often encountered dur-
ing the research and that must be overcome. Multiculturality and Interculturality are
not “topics” to be spoken about. Choosing something regarding these inescapable
dimensions of contemporary life and of formation does not mean inserting the topic
into a text, a programme of resolutions that are written and documented for the future
in a formative curriculum. It is not limited to organising meetings, conferences, sem-
inars, in-person conventions or formative events or impromptu psychosocial work-
shops that “talk about it” or “help to talk more about it”. And the principle of those
who sustain “that this could at least be an initial way to face the issue and start cir-
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culating ideas” is not valid, for it is not so. Instead, it is a widespread way to make
those who view dynamics connected with pluralism with distance or discomfort say
that “the topic has already been dealt with, much space and time has already been
dedicated to the topic and...it is necessary to speak about something else…”. Those,
on the contrary, who are sensitive towards the matter delude themselves that “having
spoken about it” surely triggered some reflection, activated some competence, or ini-
tiated some decisional dynamic; however, that usually does not happen or does not
go far. We saw this in almost all of the environments that we encountered in the
course of our action-research-training. People change, contexts are modified, grad-
ually acquired competences require periodic assessments, enforcement and further
formation and....many made decisions or matured competences are dispersed. 

The accompaniment, promotion and transformation of cultural processes are dy-
namic, and complex competences that are not acquired in a deductive manner “by
talking and reflecting” on what has not been experienced, or on what one has no au-
thority over, and the possibility of changing and translating into action: in this sense,
only frustrating intellectual, moral, or uselessly discursive vicious cycles are gener-
ated. The discursive and reflective activity of those who come from and work on an
experience, and especially those who have the authority to and responsibility of mak-
ing new experiences grow and ripen, is different. In such a case, hermeneutic and
projectural circles are activated for the transformation of social action and are ex-
tremely fertile and capable of enabling change.

Briefly returning to what had been noticed during the brief 2007 survey on the rel-
evance of the inculturation of novitiates in ICL with a high degree of multiculturality, I
would like to briefly touch upon a matter that has spread in ecclesiastical environ-
ments and Christian religious contexts in general: the matter of “word” and “dis-
course” as forms that are sufficient to trigger transformations. To “talk about”, “talk to-
gether about”, “listen to someone who talks about something” seem too often to be
actions that are sufficient to promote choices, attitudes and cognitive, emotive and
socio-relational competences. In brief, without entering a discipline that is not my
own, we may say that in the “great code of the West” and the “grammar of exis-
tence”33 of the Christian world, i.e. the Biblical, Semitic and Hellenistic text and con-
text, God’s “saying” is creative (He says and things are) and “speaking with us” is
pro-vocating, interlocutory (He calls man, acknowledging him as an interlocutor and
man speaks, assumes a position and, at times, decides to...). However, God, and not
immediately man, possesses this characteristic of often being able to speak34 with-
out “saying” (doing) anything creative for Himself, for others, or for reality. The “word”
probably has a creative and poietic effect (that makes, produces, realises), creates
and builds mental images and promotes interpretative forms that are then trans-
formed into actions: yet all this only occurs (and can only occur) within a complex
multifactorial, social, structural and experiential game.

In our case, something of the sort occurs: on the one hand, there is the horizon of
the supposed sufficiency of “speaking” about multiculturality and interculturality that
is understandable within the schemes of cultural transmission based on deductive
and asymmetrical teaching methodologies➔ teacher/formator who speaks➔ pupil
who listens (obeys)/(and therefore) learns. On the other hand, I believe that there is a
more or less innocent, (feigned) vice of omnipotence; that which is the action of God
and that we think could work with the help of God, “speaking” of human processes,
situations or dynamics, is borrowed while paying attention not to concretely affect
their structure and institutional organisation. In other words, one avoids intervening in
that which would really promote and really transform the same processes and the
same situations or dynamics in a vital way. In my opinion, it is necessary to move on
to more experiential and participative learning dynamics and to a tighter connection
between action, word, interpretation and a concrete and structural transformation of
reality. If this is really what is wanted. 
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Possible formative and educational paths 

The experience that was gained during the research, observation, dialogue and re-
flection on what emerged from the FG, interviews, analysis of critical incidents

and the Questionnaire, leads me to suggest possible formative paths to overcome
the above mentioned “knots”. If desired in fact, it is possible to initiate itineraries for
the maturation, efficient learning, realisation of concrete planning and a transforma-
tion (also of a structural nature) of the formative communities and their members.
Having specified the difference between a) inclusive multiculturality and b) creative,
practical and projectural35 interculturality, we can imagine the former as a prepara-
tory stage of the latter. However, it is a matter, for the institutions, of having and im-
plementing a real formation project towards interculturality and the promotion of in-
tercultural competences. 

Upon decisively leaving the episodic logic, or that of “content to be treated”, it
will be important to imagine a specific commission/workgroup for communities or
academic institutions with a high degree of multiculturality that will elaborate and
propose a participative construction of a project. We know in fact that someone can
make a project on formation towards the management of multiculturality for some-
one else. As regards interculturality instead, it is necessary to move in a participa-
tive and dialogical sense36, considering reality a strategic, rich and dialogical ally
for maturation and change rather than a recipient to be sensitised or transformed
according to a project that is not (or little) shared. In this sense, it is interesting, for
the definition of the project, to involve the entire institution and/or community within
a participative process of self-analysis, definition of objectives and action towards
change37.

The project will have to imagine not the realisation of an occasional event, but
rather something that establishes a fixed, annual or semestral appointment of analy-
sis, reflection, planning and assessment. It will have to devise systematic activities
that will gradually transform and enrich the contents, methods, programmes, forma-
tion offer and updating of formators. It will have to imagine interculturality as a trans-
versal and transdisciplinary element.

Such a dynamic requires a dedicated workgroup, with an established working
time to promote the collective comprehension of the intercultural horizon of the ex-
perience and of the formative structure. We may thus summarise the fundamental el-
ements of this dynamic:

a. a dedicated workgroup;
b. an established and specific working time for the construction of the project;
c. a participative, engaging and transparent methodology both for the building of

the project and the implementation phases; 
d. that both the formators and the candidates are involved in the experience of

planning and formation; 
e. a comparison with and the periodical presence of formators or resources out-

side of the institution;
f. the activation of formal and non-formal experiences; 
g. the presence of institutionally established moments to assess the project in re-

lation to expected results38 and last, but very importantly, 
h. a patient and gradual pedagogy aimed at achieving goals that create a dia-

logue with periodic assessments of the workgroup and the involved basic re-
ality. 

Along with these elements, which apply to both of the units of analysis that were
involved in our action-research-training, it is possible to single out specific elements
and those of contextualisation:
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HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTES
• the connection between the topics of interdisciplinarity and those of cultural plu-

rality with regards to the contents and methodologies of the formation proposal;
• the planning and realisation of participative Action Research that engages

teachers and students in a multi and interdisciplinary manner39;
• the elaboration of a “Self-assessment form” for the teacher/formator for the an-

nual assessment of attention towards plurilingualism and multiculturality in his
or her courses in relation to disciplinary contents, methodologies of animation
and student engagement, attention towards other contextual approaches, pro-
posals of further bibliography and webgraphy, etc…;

• periodic open workshops available to students and teachers for analysis, as-
sessment, creativity and concrete planning with regards to international,
plurilinguistic and multicultural attention towards communication, management
of spaces, common initiatives and the offer of formation proposals.

ICL FORMATIVE COMMUNITIES 
• It is important to have stable, and not occasional, congregational and intercon-

gregational workshops on the international, plurilinguistic and multicultural di-
mension not only of communitarian socialisation, but also of communitarian or-
ganisation (roles, decisional processes, planning and animation of pastoral
and missionary work40). 

• Another element consists in opening a more systematic reflection on the per-
ception and possible multicultural, intercultural, and transcultural elaboration of
the “charisma” of ICL foundation41. Being inhabited today by plural men and
women who are all undergoing an anthropological, social, cultural, and hyper/
multimodal transition, how may it be devised, interpreted and experienced
through modes and categories that are still ethnocentric, increasingly less at-
tentive and increasingly less contextually comprehensible42?

• Finally, it is important for each ICL, alone or in collaboration with others, to
equip itself with a reflection and concrete guidelines to imagine annual or ade-
quately frequent formation itineraries (also with an external formator) for forma-
tors and candidates on the dynamics of “formation” within a multicultural con-
text in relation to the qualification and assessment of all subjects with regards
to intercultural competences.

Conclusions

Interculturality is an inevitable process. It happens inside of and around us due to
the complexity, communication and continuous intersection of different cultural

processes and to the encounter and interaction of the human subjects who are in-
volved in and bear it. Such bearers are biased and specific, simultaneously produced
by and continuously builders of plural and inedited forms of these same processes.
Interculturality may be experienced in an unconscious, conscious, or conscious and
competent manner. 

Culture and cultural identity are “categories” that try to define, in a mostly static
way, that which is in continuous movement and too plural and complex to be appro-
priately defined. They are fragile, biased, temporary tools and they may be trans-
formed into stereotyped ideas and ideologies, biased and provisory maps that ex-
pect to be the territory. Multiculturality, as an interpretative framework and social dy-
namic is, on the one hand, the perception of the constitutive pluralism of the only hu-
manity and, on the other hand, the attempt that is always a bit precarious to cate-
gorise, de-fine, con-fine, identify ourselves and the different other43 and make the var-
ious differences interact in the most manageable way.
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The subjects that are involved in the game of multiculturality, understood as bear-
ers of “specific and different identities” may not recognise themselves in such identi-
ties, or they may accept the “label received” from the understanding of others, wel-
come being stereotyped and trivialised by others, and somehow thus identify them-
selves. Later though, the process tends to “go mad” and proceed towards mutual
ideological, biased and rather precarious identity definitions, until it gradually expires
towards the “us”/”them” logic.

The understanding of cultural diversity and pluralism is an important cognitive and
formative step, but it cannot always be the horizon of identity and relational aware-
ness and maturity simply because it does not coincide with reality in its fullness and
complexity. The various forms of multiculturality or multiculturalism usually lead to
forced divisions, precarious balances and recurring conflicts. Almost never does cul-
tural diversity correspond to a social, economic and communicative symmetry. And
usually the “multicultural” management of plural and multicultural reality (I apologise
for the play on words) has asymmetric subjects and is brought forth by dominant ac-
tors against subaltern actors that tend to put in place, for the most part, marginal al-
ternatives of resilience or (blatant or hidden) conflictual strategies of resistance. In the
meantime, all “learn” a communicative and managerial mode: that in which the model
of multiculturality is determined by those who detain power and whose turn it is to do
so. In such a sense, it is also44 possible to explain the postcolonial realities where
there has been a passage from one social or “ethnic” group’s processes of social,
cultural and political transformation to the marginality and exclusion experienced by
another social or “ethnic” group by means of simple substitution or turnover. And the
same process may happen (is it already happening?) in some ICL where most of the
members no longer belong to the European-Western area of foundation. 

It is necessary to experiment, learn, and spread other ways of planning and act-
ing within plural diversity. Conscious and competent interculturality chooses partici-
pative and dialogical modes of coworking and cooperative learning. It is therefore not
a matter of doing something for the respectful and partially inclusive welcoming of
“others, those who are different”, but also of trying to build an approaching world to-
gether where everyone, albeit being (and precisely because they are) different broth-
ers and sisters45, can provide their own contribution. This action-research-training
has attempted to set some processes in motion in order to analyse what exists more
clearly and make it the object of a shared reflection. It also attempted to open a path
to catch a glimpse of some alternatives capable of valuing the intercultural compe-
tences that are present, and to imagine the promotion and formation of those who ex-
pect more attention. The Italian ecclesiastical world of academic education and of the
(extremely multicultural) formative ICL communities has been the field of exploration
and perhaps the true and familiar context in which researchers have been moving for
a long time and for which they believe that some attention and transformations are ur-
gent and necessary. Nevertheless, these transformations may only occur in a con-
scious and participated manner by deciding in favour of serious, competent and
gradual work. The path is open, and perhaps has been so for quite some time...
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