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CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN PERIL 
Can Cultural Policies Make a Difference?  

 
 

Summary of Dissertation  
 

Danielle Nicole Cliche Torkler 
 

July 2009 
 
 
At the beginning of the new millennium, the world community acknowledged that cultural 
diversity was under threat and in need of protection and promotion. Threats to diversity were 
seen to be the result of an increase in manifestations of violence, racism and intolerance and 
forms of exclusion faced by individuals and groups based on culturally derived differences. 
The means through which individuals and groups express these differences – cultural 
activities, goods and services - were also deemed to be threatened by neoliberal economic and 
trade policies that treat these cultural expressions as mere commodities or consumers goods 
and fail to recognise their distinctive artistic and cultural value as vehicles of identity, values 
and meaning.  
 
To this end, UNESCO Member States adopted the Universal Declaration on Cultural 
Diversity on the 2nd November 2001 calling for the defence of cultural diversity as an ethical 
imperative, inseparable from respect for human dignity. Four years later, they adopted the 
2005 Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions a 
legally binding instrument that introduced for the first time in international law the right of 
governments to implement cultural policies that would address threats to cultural diversity. 
This Convention has been heralded as the Magna Charta of International Cultural Policy or 
the Cultural Kyoto Protocol. 
 
This study argues that these international instruments together put forth a new vision for 
understanding cultural diversity in general and its interpretation in cultural policies in 
particular. No longer is cultural diversity to be solely understood as a concept imbedded in 
discourses on identity politics but as something that also results from the creativity of 
individuals, groups and societies and is transmitted through a variety of cultural expressions, 
diverse modes of artistic creation, production, dissemination, distribution and enjoyment, 
whatever the means and technologies used. Therefore, it is suggested that cultural policies for 
diversity are to address threats to both expressions of identity(ies) in the symbolic world of 
culture and of creativity in the material world of culture. 
 
Questions on the nature of these cultural policies and whether or not they can address threats 
to cultural diversity arose. In order to answer them, a framework was created to study both 
trajectories of cultural diversity in cultural policy making defined as:  

- an identity directed approach to cultural diversity addressing forms of exclusion based 
on culturally derived differences; and 

- a creativity directed approach to cultural diversity to address inequalities of access to 
diverse artistic expressions and cultural practices, to the means of cultural production 
and distribution. 

 
Until now these two approaches have largely been addressed as separate fields of inquiry. 
 



It was argued that the way in which governments address culturally derived difference is 
influenced by the legal frameworks of nation-states that attribute individual or group rights 
within a society as part of the politics of recognition, economic redistribution and social 
justice (Parekh, Kymlicka, Fraser); in other words, by those laws governing citizenship. Four 
cultural policy strategies were elaborated on the basis of citizenship typologies – 
multiculturalist, segregationist, assimilationist and universalist – and defined according to two 
criteria introduced by Koopmans et al (2005): the degree to which cultural obligations are 
imposed on 'outsiders' to become members of the community and the degree to which cultural 
difference is recognised and supported.  
 
It was also suggested that whichever citizenship model is adopted will have a significant 
influence on the target of cultural polices aimed at creators and consumers of diverse cultural 
expressions and on the content of creativity directed approaches to diversity. Building upon 
the work of Mercer and Bennett, Mitchell and Heiskanen, cultural policy and measures were 
examined from the point of view of how they provide:  

- ex-ante support to nurture creativity and the development of ideas;  
- ex-interim support for the production and distribution of diverse cultural expressions; 
- ex-post support to assist in providing access for creators to participate in the 

marketplace where their artistic works/expressions are recognised, compensated and 
made accessible to the public at large. 

 
Based on this framework of 2 approaches, 4 strategies and 3 measures, information and data 
was gathered on cultural policies and measures introduced by EU member states and 
accession countries between 2001 and 2008. The goal was to determine whether such policies 
and measures live up to the standards set in the 2005 Convention.  
 
The results show that cultural policy makers across Europe continue to be confronted by 
questions on how to reconcile the 'right to be different' and universalist demands for equality. 
They also show that some governments have responded by introducing new cultural canons 
and rules of citizenship built upon adherence to a singular pre-defined identity that can affect 
the degree of support given to production, distribution and consumption of diverse cultural 
expressions. Such acts are contrary to scholarship calling for a pluralised understanding of 
citizens, citizenship and culture that would lead to an open society managed and built upon 
the creative potential of its diversity and lead to the creation of third or shared spaces based 
on equality and dialogue.  
 
The evidence collected confirms that complete liberalisation of the market can not guarantee 
the production and distribution of a diversity of cultural expressions either within countries 
or across borders. In other words, public intervention through cultural policies can and needs 
to make a difference, to breakdown the barriers that prevent a diversity of cultural 
expressions from entering and being recognised in the marketplace and to facilitate the 
structural change required. 
 
This research concludes with a proposal to establish a global monitoring system, deemed 
necessary to hold governments accountable to their commitments to protect and promote 
diversity and to counteract the main weakness of the 2005 Convention, namely the absence of 
legally-binding compliance procedures and enforcement mechanisms. This includes the 
collection of qualitative and quantitative information, peer review evaluation, capacity-
building and training activities, a platform to promote online access to information, criticism 
and debate and the adoption of a violations approach to monitoring. Participation of civil 
society in such activities is crucial to bridge the knowledge gap in the ideals/principles 
expressed in the 2005 Convention, in national policies and the realities faced by creators of 
cultural expressions from around the world. 


