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Abstract

Technology has transformed the world into a multicultural global village and we need to 
prepare ourselves to become global citizens but without forgetting our roots and cultural 
identities. Language and culture are intricately woven. In fact, language is at the heart of culture 
and its survival through ages. Over the years, English language has emerged as the most widely 
used language around the world. On one hand, English language has been associated with 
‘cultural imperialism’ and ‘cultural hegemony’ that always reinforces the superiority of western 
culture; on the other hand, English language has emerged as a world language or a common link 
language that unities and binds the pluralized and multicultural globalised world. In view of this 
paradox, this paper aims at critically examining the implication of multiculturalism in English 
Language Teaching. Many researchers have concluded that English Language promotes 
monoculturalism and not multiculturalism. In this light, this paper examines the relevance of 
incorporating multiculturalism in ELT in a globalized world where culture is gradually getting 
globalised. This paper concludes by proposing that intercultural awareness should be 
incorporated in English Language teaching instead of an over emphasis of multiculturalism. This 
argument is substantiated by the definition of the two terms given by the UNESCO Guidelines 
on international Education, “Multicultural education uses learning about other cultures in order 
to produce acceptance, or at least tolerance, of these cultures. Intercultural Education aims to go 
beyond passive coexistence, to achieve a developing and sustainable way of living together in 
multicultural societies through the creation of understanding of, respect for and dialogue between 
the different cultural groups.”

Key Words: Multiculturalism in ELT, Critical Multiculturalism, Monoculturalism and 
Interculturalism.

INTRODUCTION

Language is a reflection of culture and so language can act as a medium to learn about 
the culture of the people speaking it. In a globalised world, English language has emerged as an 
International language or the lingua franca of the world which has transcended the boundaries of 
English speaking nations and has made its foray into non-English speaking nations. The number 
of speakers of English as second language and foreign language is more that the native speakers 
of English and the number are multiplying at a very fast rate. Moreover, revolution in 
information technology has blurred the boundaries of nations resulting in a global 
interconnectedness. This has led to the English language classrooms becoming more 
multicultural with students from diverse cultural, ethnic, racial, social, and linguistic background.
Although the globalized world today is super connected, it is highly diversified. It is fraught with 
strife and dissension. The International Commission on Education for the Twenty-First Century’s 
report ‘Learning: The Treasure Within’, has identified ‘learning to live together’ as one of the 



four pillars of education. Creating unbiased, unprejudiced and inclusive society is the key to a 
happy and prosperous world. Multiculturalism is the new catchword that is believed to build a 
cohesive and harmonious society which is free of cultural biases. In recent years, 
multiculturalism in English Language Teaching (ELT) has garnered a lot of interest among 
researchers and educators all over the world. Much has been said and written about incorporating 
multiculturalism in ELT. Mashabela (1983; quoted in Crystal, 2003:111) rightly said that 
“learning and using English will not only give us the much-needed unifying chord but will also 
land us into the exciting world of ideas”. The aim of ELT today is to prepare students to become 
global citizens, who can fit into the global community without losing their unique cultural 
identities. To attain this objective, inclusive classrooms need to be created that promotes cultural 
understanding. Creating a learning environment that is conducive in fostering creative thinking is 
pivotal in nurturing multiculturalism among students. A truly inclusive classroom environment is 
one where diversity is supported and students from diverse cultural background are given the 
freedom to express their assumptions, believes and values without any hesitation or fear. But, of 
late, two contrasting views on incorporating multiculturalism in teaching and learning of English 
language have emerged. The first view is that in a globalized world, English is spoken in many 
nations and by people from different cultures; hence it is a multicultural language that can act as 
a potent vehicle in fostering multiculturalism.  The other view is that English language has 
thrived at the expense of all other languages and hence is a threat to the diverse and multicultural 
society. English language is said to promote monolingualism and monoculturalism. 

The above discussion necessitates a critical rethinking of the implication and relevance of 
multiculturalism in ELT. This paper first explores the meaning of the term multiculturalism. 
Then, it tries to critically analyze the implication and relevance of multiculturalism in ELT. The 
critical question that this paper tries to answer is, whether incorporating multiculturalism in 
English language teaching will create an inclusive society or a moncultural society. Can 
multiculturalism be taught through English language? Can multicultural perspective to ELT act 
as a unifying tool that can bridge the gap between different cultures? The paper concludes by 
advocating a paradigm shift from multiculturalism to interculturalism. 

Multiculturalism and its relevance to English Language Teaching

Before understanding multiculturalism, we need to understand the meaning of culture and 
its relation with language. The thoughts and personality of a person are shaped by his /her culture 
and language is a vehicle through which culture manifests itself. Cultural diversity is a reflection 
of human diversity. Unfortunately, all cultures of the world do not enjoy the same status and 
respect due to various socio-political reasons. Globalization has created multicultural societies 
that have brought the focus on multiculturalism. Now, let us understand, what is 
multiculturalism? Many definitions of multiculturalism have been proposed by researchers and 
proponents of multiculturalism. It is based on the philosophy of equality and human dignity 
where all human beings are treated equal irrespective of the differences in culture, race, religion, 
social status, gender etc. Thus, multiculturalism prepares today’s learners for tomorrow’s world, 
in other orders, it prepares the learners to be a part of a global society that is highly 
interconnected and fast changing. The most comprehensive definition of multiculturalism is 
proposed by Caleb (1996: 2), who defines multiculturalism as “A system of beliefs and 
behaviors that recognizes and respects the presence of all diverse groups in an organization or 



society, acknowledges and values their socio-cultural differences, and encourages and enables 
their continued contribution within an inclusive cultural context which empowers all within the 
organization or society.” This definition envisages creating an inclusive society that not only 
recognizes and acknowledges socio-cultural differences of diverse groups but also respects and 
values these differences. Multiculturalism can help to overcome our prejudices, biases, and 
perceptions about other cultures and hence can be instrumental in creating an inclusive society 
and a more tolerant world. Multiculturalism assumes that students learn better if their values and 
cultures are represented in a positive light. According to Kymlicka (cited in Standford 
Encyclopedia of Psychology, 2010) there is a direct connection between self respect of a person 
and the respect accorded to his cultural group. Making students aware of their own cultural 
identities will boost the development of positive self-concept and self-image which in turn will 
enable them to accept cultural difference without any qualms. 

Kutoba (2004), discusses three models of multiculturalism: 1. Critical  2. Liberal 3. 
Rhetorical Pluralist Model. She says, liberal multiculturalism, bestows equality to all races and 
culture, it celebrates cultural differences by highlighting the differences that exist between 
different races and cultural groups.  It relies heavily on dichotomy of different cultures but 
unfortunately, there is no deeper study of different cultures based on the sociocultural or 
sociopolitical factors and thus it stifles diversity which is the very essence of multiculturalism.
Liberal multiculturalism teaches superficial multiculturalism by simply listing the cultural traits 
of a particular group or society. Rhetorical Pluralist Model foster artificial respect and tolerance 
for minority culture by contriving artificial space to accommodate minority culture into the 
mainstream culture. Critical multiculturalism encapsulates the idea that both students and 
teachers should critically examine the curriculum, texts and instructional strategies before 
implementing in a multicultural classroom.  Students should not be passive receivers of 
knowledge given to them, teachers should encourage the students to develop critical thinking so 
that they can analyse and understand the cultural ideologies presented in the texts. Teachers 
should be more sensitive to the culturally diverse students in the class and should tailored-made 
the instructional strategies to include all groups where no child feels left out. “Critical 
multiculturalism claims that no particular culture or language is superior to others and cultural 
differences are sociohistoric inventions” (Valdes, cited in Ning, 2008). It can be concluded that 
critical multiculturalism finds favour with many researchers whereas liberal multiculturalism and 
rhetoric pluralist multiculturalism are rejected. The former being included in ELT for the sake of 
including multiculturalism and the latter is used as a pseudo multiculturalism.

Let us now analyze, whether English language teaching promotes multiculturalism. 
Proponents of multiculturalism in ELT argue that English language classrooms provide the best 
contexts to learn multiculturalism. In a multicultural classroom, English language act as a
unifying factor or a common string that binds culturally diverse students and therefore promote 
intercultural understanding among people from diverse cultural backgrounds. English as an 
international language has proliferated and diversified to such an extent that it has given birth to 
many Englishes, each reflecting the unique elements of the language and culture of the people 
speaking it. Marlina (2013), said that emergence of different varieties of Englishes has made 
English a pluricentric language with multiple grammars, vocabulary, accent, and pragmatic 
discourse conventions. Marlina argues that this ‘pluralized English’ can be an effective vehicle 
for non-native speakers of English to project their cultural identities and to express their cultural 



conceptualizations to those outside their local milieu. As a matter of fact, the non-native speakers 
of English are no longer required to conform to the Standard English or the Received 
Pronunciation.  As Samuel Huntington (1996: 61, cited in Hona, 2005), rightly said that ‘English 
as a lingua Franca is devoid of ethnicity, culture, or identity.’ Moreover, when English language 
has freed itself from the clutches of conformity, it can truly be an intercultural language that 
breeds multiculturalism. Zing (2008), rightly said that “English as Second Language (ESL) 
teaching shall provide opportunities to explore learners’ linguistic appropriation not only as a 
political construct, but an artistic artifact embodying unique novelty and aesthetic creativity. 
Otherwise, it would lead to a new form of political correctness.”

By contrast, the opponents of multiculturalism in ELT argue that the English language 
texts reflect only the Anglo-American culture and there is no place for histories, values, beliefs, 
and perspectives of other cultures. Mudure (2004:146) observes that the preeminence of English 
Language has led to acculturation of the world .Teaching English can lead to the 
Americanization of the whole world.  She further adds that “Multiculturalism presupposes a 
hierarchy between cultures with regard to language of that culture.”  Contrary to the belief that 
English language fosters multiculturalism, the expansion and dominance of English language is 
often said to promote monolingualism and monoculturalism. The dominance of English language 
has led to the subordination of all other languages. The belief that English language teaching and 
learning fosters multiculturalism is refuted by many scholars. Kostoulas (2011) opines that 
English language teaching relies heavily of the content borrowed from the culture of native 
English speakers. There is dominance of English culture in the English language text books 
which promotes monoculturalism. It is feared that this might lead to the westernization of the 
whole world. Sudarthini, argues that learning English language leads to the unintentional 
internalization of western culture which may results in the degradation of one’s own cultural 
prejudices, biases, and perceptions. Now, let us see, what the implications of incorporating 
multiculturalism in ELT are.

IMPLICATIONS OF INCORPORATING MULTICULTURALISM IN ELT

The objective of incorporating multiculturalism in ELT is to promote understanding and 
tolerance among culturally diverse group of students. It is important to teach English as Second 
Language (ESL) learners to not only take pride in their own culture but also to respect all other 
cultures. The factors that impact successful implementation of multiculturalism in ELT are 
classroom environment, students, teachers, teaching strategies and content. Creating a positive 
and an inclusive classroom environment that is conducive to develop multicultural understanding 
is the first step in successfully implementing multiculturalism in ELT.  Students learn better if 
they are provided with a context they are familiar with. Moreover, a supportive classroom 
environment helps students to realize their full potential. Secondly, incorporating 
multiculturalism in ELT entails integrating ‘multicultural literature’ or ‘diverse texts’. Reading 
multicultural texts will enable students to deconstruct stereotypes and help them analyze texts 
from different perspectives. Kostoulas (2011) is of the opinion that cultural inputs can be brought 
from external sources like the literary works of authors from different countries having different 
cultures. He suggested that, it can also be generated in the classroom through social interaction 
among learners from different cultural backgrounds. It is imperative to do away with the 



Eurocentric biases in the English language texts to foster true multiculturalism. The teachers also 
play a very crucial role in creating an inclusive classroom where students from diverse cultural, 
ethnic and social background feel secure. The attitude and perception of the teachers towards 
multiculturalism are important in successful implementation of multiculturalism in English 
language teaching. A teacher who is sensitive to the cultural diversity in the classroom can 
prepare effective instructional strategies based on the cultural background of the students that not 
only addresses the local intercultural issues but also the broader national and global intercultural 
issues. The teacher can act as ‘an agent of social change’ by utilizing classroom environment to 
foster intercultural communication among students of different culture. To meet the needs of 
culturally diverse students in the English language classroom and to promote multiculturalism 
through English language it is imperative to have an English language syllabus that is inclusive.
The traditional ‘standardized English language curriculum’ cannot serve the purpose of 
achieving true multiculturalism. ELT teachers need to see beyond a rigid English language 
syllabus and should vouch for a syllabus that is inclusive and is tailor-made to suit the needs of 
the different groups of learners. 

A PARADIGM SHIFT FROM MULTICULTURALISM TOWARDS 
INTERCULTURALISM

“Interculturalism presents a new set of policies and programmes. It seeks to replace
multiculturalism and provide a new paradigm for thinking about race and diversity.
Multiculturalism may have had some success in the past but it has simply not adapted to the new
age of globalization and super diversity. Interculturalism is about changing mindsets by creating
new opportunities across cultures to support intercultural activity and it’s about thinking,
planning and acting interculturally. Perhaps, more importantly still, it is about envisioning the
world as we want it to be, rather than be determined by our and separate past histories.”
Ted Cantle (2012)

The above quote tells us the need to shift our focus from multiculturalism to interculturalism. 
Globalised world is changing very fast and to keep pace with this fast changing world we need to 
be one step ahead of the present time. It is believed that interculturalism is a step ahead of 
multiculturalism. Multiculturalism tolerates differences, whereas interculturalism as Grace, 
(2012) said, accepts these differences with respect and appreciation. He further adds 
interculturalism encourages a healthy balance of interest, tolerance and self-achievement.
Bringing unity in diversity is the key to maintaining social harmony. Multiculturalism simply 
acknowledges and highlights cultural diversity but fails to bring cohesion and unity among 
different groups. Unity and harmony can be brought about by empathizing rather than just 
sympathizing with the people of other cultures. Emphasizing the importance of intercultural 
education, Joe (2010: 7), rightly said “All cultures have the potential to learn from each other in 
different ways and to contribute to the heritage of humankind from which we may all benefit. 
Intercultural understanding in education plays an important role in ensuring that we benefit from 
cultural diversity instead of it being a source of conflict.” But this new phenomenon should not 
end up being a renaming of the term multiculturalism. UNESCO’s principles of intercultural 
education are “1: Intercultural education respects the cultural identity of the learner through the 
provision of culturally appropriate and responsive quality education for all, 2: Intercultural 
education provides every learner with the cultural knowledge, attitudes and skills necessary to 



achieve active and full participation in society, 3: Intercultural education provides all learners 
with cultural knowledge, attitudes and skills that enable them to contribute to respect, 
understanding and solidarity among individuals, ethnic, social, cultural and religious groups and 
nations. It can be concluded that incorporating interculturalism in ELT will bridge the gap 
between dominant and subaltern cultures by treating them all equal. It will also help overcome 
the ethnocentric view of the world by assimilating the culture and contexts of different groups.

CONCLUSION

Only theorizing, lecturing or reading about different cultures in English language will 
never serve the purpose of creating a genuinely safe cultural space where all cultures are 
respected. The need of the hour is to bridge the gap between theory and practice by encouraging
students to use English language in their social interaction with students from other cultures. To 
keep pace with the globalised world, a glocal, a portmanteau of global and local, perspective to 
ELT has to be developed to create an inclusive society. The local culture and context ought to be 
assimilated in English language teaching to give it a glocal perspective and a global 
understanding. Learning English language will not only help in developing a deeper 
understanding of other cultures but also help in expressing one’s culture and identity so that it 
reaches a large audience and gets its due recognition. Nevertheless, an interdisciplinary approach
to teaching about different culture is more plausible than teaching it only through English 
language because different disciplines can contribute to a better understanding of different 
cultures. Moreover, heteroglossia needs to be encouraged in the teaching of English language in 
a multicultural classroom. In conclusion, it can be said that intercultural perspective to ELT can 
be a viable alternative to multiculturalism perspective, that has so far failed to yield any desired 
impact in ELT. But, in future, trans-cultural learning, which involves exploring the common values and 
shared elements across cultures, to transcend differences and unite us as one human family ( Leo, 
2010), could be incorporated in English language teaching. Further research needs to be done on 
incorporating trans-cultural perspective to ELT. 
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