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In 2007, ERICarts carried out a study on national approaches to intercultural dialogue for the European Commission - DG Education and Culture.

As a research team expert, my brief was to investigate the different understandings of intercultural dialogue and the resulting policy approaches to its promotion in museums across Europe.

While it is hardly surprising that such a role, even when acknowledged, has been interpreted in widely differing ways, it is interesting to learn that the approaches identified in the framework of the ERICarts study, as different as they may be, often have some key features in common:

· they still tend to have a static, essentialist notion of “heritage”, which is primarily seen as a “received patrimony” to safeguard and transmit; 

· they target communities exclusively in relation to their own cultures and collections, while cross-cultural interaction across all audiences is generally avoided;

· they conceive intercultural dialogue as a goal or pre-determined outcome, rather than as an interactive process. 
By highlighting these common features, I do not want to imply that the approaches outlined so far are not correct or worth pursuing; in fact all are them are essential, in their own distinctive way, to create the conditions for the encounter and exchange of culturally different practices, to promote the richness of diversity, and to help immigrants retain awareness of their cultural background. It could actually be argued that the promotion of museums as places for intercultural dialogue is a gradual process which could be disrupted without first having taken these important, preliminary steps. 
What I rather wish to emphasise is that, alongside the more established cultural policy responses to the growing diversity of European societies – and ideally as their culmination –, there is also a strong need for strategies and programmes aimed at creating «third spaces, unfamiliar to both [sides], in which different groups can share a similar experience of discovery»
 – which comes very close to understanding intercultural dialogue as a process rather than as a goal. 
From these reflections, a number of guidelines have emerged which could help trigger a transition from a “heritage education with intercultural goals” to an “intercultural heritage education”. 

“MAP for ID” partners have adopted them to inform their work and to inspire the pilot projects of those museums who are going to be involved in the experimentation of new planning and operational paradigms:

· to understand intercultural dialogue as a bi-directional process actively engaging both autochthonous individuals and those with an immigrant background, which is «dialogical and transformative on both sides»
, and in which all are equal participants;

· to embrace a dynamic, dialogical, process-oriented notion of “heritage” and “identity”;

· to start from the assumption that “the past is a foreign country”, i.e. that all segments of the population – and not only migrants and refugees – suffer from a lack of cultural/historical knowledge;

· to conceive “intercultural education” not as a compensatory activity exclusively addressed to migrant individuals, but as the “integrating background” against which any education is possible in a world of increasing contact and interaction between culturally different practices; 

· to acknowledge that “intercultural” projects in museums should not be exclusively centred on the acquisition of competencies related to a specific discipline, but first and foremost on the development of relational skills and dialogic identities;

· to promote the active involvement and emotional engagement of participants not so much as a one-off chance for self-representation, but as an opportunity to start a reflection on the role of the museum and to lay down the foundations for a continued dialogue and co-operation; 

· to explore new methodologies in the interpretation and mediation of collections, through the consultation and direct involvement of communities;

· to recognise the need for a long-term work and commitment, rather than an occasional encounter, with audiences/stakeholders;

· to be able to respond to the growing diversity of the museum’s audiences by working with all types of collections;

· to ensure that the outcome of “intercultural” projects is clearly visible and easily retrievable in the collections’ documentation system, permanent displays, temporary exhibitions;

· to promote interdepartmental co-operation and cross-sectoral partnerships so as to maximise the broader social impact of projects, and to make sure that a range of different competencies and skills are tapped and applied;
· to develop evaluation and monitoring tools not only to inform the whole planning process, but also to sustain the delicate transition from a sporadic, emergency-driven engagement in intercultural dialogue, to a structured and continued commitment.
For many museums this probably amounts to nothing less than a “Copernican revolution”, which requires, among other things, a willingness to share with communities some of the responsibility for the collections and their interpretation.

Which leads us to a final consideration on the issue of reciprocity. When we talk about promoting intercultural dialogue in museums, we are referring to a reciprocal exchange not only between individuals and groups with different cultural backgrounds, but also between the museum and its diverse audiences. If we were to translate this observation into yet another guideline for future work, we could say that the intercultural competence developed through the commitment of the education, outreach or access departments should not be perceived as a “foreign body”, but built right into the museum’s institutional fabric. Only on this condition the museum will be able to benefit from the inclusion of new voices and narratives, by developing new insights into the many ways in which collections may be interpreted, and confronting the prejudices and assumptions that have traditionally underlined its thinking and practice.
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