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Hybridity: Introduction

Mythological figures such as the winged horse Pegasus, musical genres such as Jazz, and technical innovations such as a car that runs on both gas and electricity – they have in common a connection of different phenomena, where something new is emerging. There lies within qualities, experiences and aspirations of the individual sides. They are related to each other in a way where the result is more than a sum of the individual parts. It is essential that in this union each side appears in the light of the other. To describe such phenomena, the notion of hybridity has been introduced during recent years. The notion describes phenomena in art, but also the processes of the formation of identity and society. Hybrid identity means that human beings unite experiences, sensitivities, and competences in their lives. Hybrid cultures or hybrid communities are those cultures or communities where the different experiences, sensitivities, and competences are included and used in the common life. “Inclusion of otherness” is the core principle here. Seen from a hybridity perspective, the building of a mosque certainly belongs in the townscape of Cologne, while the mosque also has to redefine itself in the light of the past and present of Cologne.   

1. Minorities as chance and enrichment

For a long time minorities have been viewed as a problematic issue for society. Different minorities experience discrimination on a daily basis – both traditional cultural minorities (such as the Sorbs in Germany, the Sami in Finland, the Jews outside Israel, the Sinti and Roma and Gypsies almost everywhere they are based, and minorities that have formed after relatively recent migration, such as Moroccans and Algerians in France, Indians in the UK and Turks in Germany. Their cultural characteristics like language, religion and way of life were being measured against models for the majority. The culture of the majority was being viewed as the norm, so cultural differences were seen primarily as deviations from this norm and therefore as deficits. Cultural policy had the primary aim to correct these deficits, to educate the members of minorities and to possibly assimilate them into the local culture. 

Even though this deficit-model has been adapted throughout the years, minority policies have been following the described paradigm. Only in the past fifteen years, a new tendency has emerged: to value minorities with their distinctive cultures and to view them as an opportunity for the enrichment of social life. 

This view constitutes a change of paradigm. The new paradigm correlates to new developments in economics, politics and science – including globalization, the creation of super-national structures and the new organization of Europe. Concerning the increase of discourse in this field, in the last years several analyses in social and cultural science have led to the development of new paradigms. Most important are the constructive approach to of culture, the system theory, the globalization discourse, the postcolonial discourse and, especially, also the gender studies and feminist research. 

S. Rushdie notes: 

„... I don’t think that migration, the process of being uprooted, necessarily leads to rootlessness. What it can lead to is a kind of multiple routings. It’s not a traditional identity crisis of not knowing where you come from. The problem is that you come from too many places … it’s not that there are pulls in too many directions so much as too many voices speaking at the same time.”
  

What Rushdie says here about migrant culture is also valid for traditional minorities. Indian immigrants in the UK have similar experiences to the Carinthian Slovenes in Austria or the Sorbs in Germany. Structurally, the culture of migrants shows similarities to the culture of traditional or indigenous minorities.

One interesting point is that these people speak mostly two languages and can switch between two cultures. The defining feature of minorities’ culture is the fact that it implies more than one perspective (that it is multi-perspective). Minorities are in a position to look at a problem from more than one angle; they know that there is more than one truth. They know that the familiar and the unfamiliar are not diametrically opposed to one another, because one can appear within the other, familiar and foreign elements merge and may become inseparable. Minorities have a special relationship with the society that surrounds them: they are simultaneously insiders and outsiders. This position gives them a three-dimensional view – a stereo-perspective – which adds depth and flexibility to their experience of life.

In this debate, minority culture incorporates dialogue, mobility, bilingualism (multilingualism), trans-culturality and multiple cultural identities; ‛Minority culture‛ transcends the binary opposition of ‛here‛ and ‛there‛, of ‛familiar‛ and ‛foreign‛, ‛ours‛ and ‘theirs’, and it creates a ‛third space‛. There is no firm ground in this ‛third space‛, there are no stops and there is no endpoint; it is a permanently mobile relationship (a relationship of negotiation); we could imagine it as a force field that is made up of different types of energies. It is a hybrid field.

This view of minorities and migrants, this kind of perspective, has been developed over the last few years; it is the result of numerous discussions at various levels. There has been generated phrases such as “translated people” (Rushdie), “World in Creolisation” (Hannerz), “bricolage” (Okely), “global Mélange”, “Crossover-culture” (Nederveen Pieterse), “Cultural Complexity”, “Ambivalene” (Bauman), “blended worlds”, “the third space” (Bhabha), “Cultural Syncretism” (Canevacci), “Strangers to Ourselves” (Kristeva). 
 As an extensive analytic term asserts “Hybrid Worlds” and “Hybrid Culture” (Hall, Appadurai, Said, Bhabha, Nederveen Pieterse, Tschernokoshewa).
 

The term “hybridisation“ or hybrid means the simultaneous presence (Zusammenführung) of two or more phenomena that are separated from one another by an epoch, by social differentiation or by some other factor. The key characteristics of this model are, on the one hand, an open and explicit acknowledgement of diversity and, on the other hand, the attempt to develop concepts that capture difference as well as similarity, otherness as well as commonality, diversity as well as unity. 

This model tries to describe minorities and diversity not as an entity outside of their own community and national culture but as a part thereof. This constitutes a paradigmatically new understanding of a community: not a community of the homogeneous type, but a hybrid community, a unity of diversity, or community of communities. This model has new requirements for cultural policy. 

To better explain this point, we can review briefly the different models.

2. Three Models

Today we can observe three ways of defining minorities, each of which implies a different understanding of culture. 

Additionally, each of the models is connected to a certain policy of diversity. It is important to note here that examining minorities represents a part of the larger complexity of dealing with diversity and otherness. The first two models do not allow for intercultural dialogue. The third model, on the other hand, has a policy of intercultural dialogue as a premise.  

A. Minorities as a Counter-World


This model has many facets. On the discursive level, it extends from the superficially harmless folklorisation of minorities – for example the image of Sorbs in the German press – to their criminalization – for example when Turks are viewed generally as a problem and a threat. In extreme cases, the term “Clash of Civilisations” is used (S. Huntington).

This model relies upon a homogenizing imagination of culture. The own culture as well as the foreign culture are according to this model separate, homogenous, clearly demarked entities, which remain unchanged in time and are valid for all in one group.

 
Within this paradigm, cultural difference corresponds to an “either-or-model”. It can be described as: the minority culture is what the majority culture is not. There are two mutually exclusive cultures. It is an essentialist approach to culture. Internal variation (age groups, gender identities, occupational profiles) is ignored. The same goes for variation over time. All of this is rooted in the notion of a pure, homogenous and clearly bounded culture. One language, one people, one country, one nation, and one culture – this is the very core of this mode of thought. It is informed by a desire for purity. Otherness is conceptualized as counter-reality. Otherness appears beyond the world one claims to inhabit because it is discursively moved (verortet) to the outside. Cultural difference is regarded as a modernization deficit. In this paradigm, minorities become the place of a constitutive outside, constitutive other. Concerning minority politics, the possibilities extend from assimilation and re-education to ghettoisation and extermination. 


This paradigm increased in importance within the process of the formation of nation-states in Europe during the 18th and 19th century. At this time there was an image of culture and legitimacy in economic and political processes. Today they are juxtaposed to the processes and experiences of “global modernity” (“second modernity” according to U. Beck).
 This way of thought, however, finds still quite a few adherents: partially with national interests, partially un-reflected, because it is “usual”  to think this way about culture. As far as minority politics is concerned, there are variations from assimilation to reeducation to ghettoization to extermination.


B. Invisibility of Minorities 

In the years 2000 to 2004, the Museum of European Cultures in Berlin, together with museums from six European countries, prepared an exhibition with the theme “Migration, Work and Identity”. During the project, the museums realized that their collections did not have enough material to present the theme adequately. Migrant culture was to a large extent not existing in the storeof their collections . There were also very few objects, which could inform about their “own” or “traditional” minorities. 

This is an example of the invisibility of minority cultures in society. Other facets of this phenomenon are the educational systems with their lack of emphasis on minorities and the ‘McDonaldisation’ thesis as a new variation of describing a possible worldwide homogenization of society through multinational corporations. The McDonaldization- thesis (also known as „americanization of the world“ or „Coca-Cola-effect”) mixes real trends of globalization (ignoring that globalization and localization are two sides of one coin) with old aversions in Europe to the acknowledgement of  cultural or ethnic differences within one’s own society.

The tradition of suppressing ethnic difference in scholarly discourses across Europe can, in part, be traced back to the writings of Max Weber. According to Weber, adherence to ethnic principles in social organization processes indicated a low degree of rationalization. It was considered to be irrelevant to the project of modernity. Weber held this view for valid conceptual reasons, but his position was uncritically perpetuated by his successors and resulted in ethnic aspects being denigrated for decades both within the social sciences and public discourses. Weber’s school of sociology subscribes to a model of modernity that is insensitive towards differences (J. Habermass describes it as “differenzunempfindliche Moderne”).
 It combines ideas from the Enlightenment, a very limited type of normative rationalism (a singular vision of progress) and a universalism that downgrades cultural diversity in pursuit of harmonious coexistence – with the all too familiar Eurocentrism. 

Today, this attitude is very prominent as a cosmopolitan rhetoric and amongst the champions and rulers of our insufficiently democratized and politically regulated global economy. We should, moreover, be concerned that cosmopolitan rhetoric is being used to renounce historic responsibilities and to avoid engagement with problematic aspects of immigration, and as long as we remain within the logic of this paradigm we will not be able to overcome old or new forms of discrimination. 

We can also come to the conclusion that silence about otherness leads to silence among those who are different. The two kinds of silence are parts of a single process because a society that is blind to things and people who are different will not grant them space and resources that would allow them to express themselves in their otherness. 

C. Hybrid Identities – Hybrid Worlds
Here are two examples: 

1. “Everything possible” – this was the motto of the festival of Vienna in 2000 which opened at the town hall square with a concert: after the Vienna Philharmonic played the overture to Mozart’s “The Magic Flute”, the Slovenian song "Nocoj pa, ah, nocoj" of Marjana Lipovsek was performed.


2. In 1997, Irish language television broadcasting acquired a separate channel - TG4 - and began its transformation from stolid rehashing of “tradition" to a medium for contemporary interests. Viewers can now see original Irish-language productions of comedy, pop charts, cookery shows, alternative world travel series and documentaries on anything from reindeer herders to Chinese politics. Rós na Rún, a twice-weekly soap, is the “flagship” of Irish language broadcasting. The programme provides English subtitles and is very popular in different groups. 


During the Vienna Festival the town hall square became a hybrid space. Just as well the mainly English-language television broadcasting turned with the Irish-language chanel into a hybrid space. This is how hybrid worlds can be created. Mixing or blending is an old process and a new image. The model describing this process is principally different from the ones mentioned before. It does not build upon an older theorem - it gives new perspectives instead (Nederveen Pieterse).


Within this paradigm, minority culture is not part of a dichotomy. There is no reference to counter-realities but, instead, to a spectrum of contrasts, overlaps and amalgamations. It is a model that does not know differences between the outside and the inside as separate worlds and acts of exclusion. It erodes dichotomies because it is an ‛either-AND-or‛ approach to dealing with otherness. In this model difference is taken seriously, but it is not presented as something absolute. It is treated as something that can be crossed. This is, in a nutshell, what hybrid worlds are all about: the simultaneous acknowledgement and crossing of lines of difference. Or, to put it another way: to be different while remaining part of the whole, to be different yet similar at the same time.

Therefore, this model isn’t about no boundaries or differences between cultures, but about conceiving  these boundaries as pervious and shaping them that way. Inter-cultural dialogue is here an important tool. In the long run it is about a shaping of societal structures, where minority cultures find not only recognition and development, but where their culture, i.e. their experience, sensitivity, and competences take part in the shaping of a common cultural public life.   


The paradigm of hybridity is relatively new – therefore images and metaphors for it are still being sought. Maybe one way of exemplifying it is the hybrid-car. We all know what it is – a car that can use two different energy sources, for example gasoline and electricity. In parallel, a people with hybrid cultural identity can access the riches of different cultures in order to design their lives and overcome problems with combined resources. This vision does not encompass only individual life, but social life as well. According to this view, a hybrid society is one where the different experiences, sensibilities and competences are used for solving common social tasks. In complex societies like ours such complex solutions can only be advantageous. 

The hybridity - paradigm is taken up by different circles with different intentions during the last years. After all, it is necesseraly to differentiate between hybridity as a process of cultural subversion and subaltern resistance as in St. Hall, N. H. Bhabha oder Ed. Said and hybridity as an industrial concept for “marketing of the margins”.

Thus, the question for power relations stands as a central question also in regard to the hybridity – paradigm. Hybridization doesn’t equal democratization, but poses the question for debate new on the level of global society. Measures and initiatives of intercultural dialogue are an answer to that in this understanding.


3. Conclusions

The central problem of today’s cultural interactions is the tension between cultural homogenization and cultural heterogenization, between the idea of purity and the idea of hybridity.

ICD was, for a long time, considered as a dialogue mostly between two or more national cultures, between two or more national states. On this level we have a lot of excellent examples in Europe, such as the channel “Arte". The channel has contributed fundamentally to a loosening of tension along the French-German border; this experience can be also exemplary for other frontiers. It is crucial today to extend ICD within national states: between majority and minorities in general, and between different kinds of minorities.  

Tensions between cultural groups mostly do not have a cultural, but a social background. A cultural policy of intercultural dialogue should accommodate this and contradict potential ideas of a “Clash of Civilizations”. 

Currently, identity is present beneath the national as well as above the national level. ICD is an important tool to present globalization and localization as two parts of one process. 

The traditional and the new minorities should be perceived together. By doing that, diversity appears as something that has many faces, a long tradition and an impact on all members of society. As a consequence, different minorities cannot be weighed against each other, for example when dealing with government subsidies. Also, they cannot be divided into “better” and “worse” minorities, for example when dealing with religion. 

The aims of intercultural dialogue are to integrate and accept the members and cultures of minorities as well as to perceive minorities as progressive, as pacemakers of the future or even avant-garde. Seen in this light, demands made by minority cultures are of importance not just to migrants but also for society in general. The existence of minority cultures offers all citizens an excellent opportunity to think in pluralistic terms and to practice diversity, mobility and dialogue. 

Minority themes and minority relatives should be included more into the - mostly homogenous - nationally defined structures of society. This should apply to such facilities like museums, media and schools, as well as to the communities. Also, processes of diversity should have an importance for the composition of classes in schools. Extra support could be provided in order to avoid ghettoization as has occurred in some schools in Berlin-Wedding or Paris. 

Inside the minority organizations, segregation, conservatism and traditionalism often exist. With intercultural dialogue, old and new discriminations and conflicts can be discussed and reflected. It is therefore crucial to establish a situation in which the different stories and perspectives can be shared. Therefore, cultural policy should have the creation of common public places as a first priority. 

Success will begin to come about when projects and institutions have been founded where people coming from various cultural localities and with various cultural backgrounds can work closely together, interact with one another and create a shared space.

The principles Unity of Diversity and Community of Communities should be supported on all levels. In parallel to the policy of gender mainstreaming in the European Union, it is appropriate to formulate a new policy of diversity mainstreaming.
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