
The future of the human species depends to a large extent on
the acknowledgement that we are all inescapably and
interdependently part of a complex global eco- and
multicultural system. We share this ‘planet earth’ with
millions of other species, some of which we have only limited
knowledge of. Our destiny is inextricably intertwined with the
overall welfare and functioning of this global system. Our
future as a diverse human species is not absolutely or
exclusively predetermined or predestined; we are continuously
helping to create it (Lowe 1995 p.54). Through global and
future-oriented multicultural education the past and present
unnecessary erosion and waste of human potential can be
turned around within a conceptual framework where human
rights, equity, democracy, equality and opportunities for all
will empower all citizens for optimal self-actualisation.

Multicultural education
Multicultural education is neither a well-delineated field, nor a
conceptually clear area, as reflected in numerous, often
confusing, definitions. Some researchers have even proposed
that the term ‘multicultural education’ be replaced by terms
such as ‘education for multiculturalism’, ‘inter-cultural
education’, etc. Given the controversies surrounding
multicultural education as a concept, many scholars have even
argued that the term is outdated, offensive and politically
incorrect (Squelch 1996). Suzuki (1984) points out that: 

...many widely differing conceptualisations of multicultural
education have been formulated. As a consequence, the
various programs in the field often appear to have
conflicting purposes and priorities. Many educators have
come to view multicultural education as ill defined, lacking
in substance, and just another educational fad. (p.294)

According to Squelch (1991 p.47), multicultural education is a
complex, multifaceted educational approach, which aims at
preparing students for dealing with the realities of culturally
diverse societies. Multicultural education therefore represents
an integral and essential part of formal education in a
culturally diverse society. An important remark is that the
degree to which multicultural education becomes a reality in
our schools will ultimately depend on the attitudes, behaviour,
knowledge and skills of the classroom teacher. Multicultural
education can therefore be described as the student’s
preparation for the social, political and economic realities that
individuals will experience in today’s and tomorrow’s
culturally diverse and ever more complex human
engagements. It is indeed a methodically planned and

preparatory strategic phase in the development of citizenship
in a global culturally diverse society.

Philosophically the concept ‘multicultural education’
incorporates the ideals of equality, shared values/
commonality and human justice. Politically the concept
embraces the belief that people from different cultural
backgrounds can indeed learn to live together in peace and
harmony to the mutual benefit of all cultural affiliations.
Socially the concept implies that cultural uniqueness can
enhance the quality of life of all. Therefore, globally, a healthy
multicultural society at all levels is one where a diversity of
different cultural groups strive to promote mutual respect,
share power, live according to a code of human rights and
demonstrate a genuine dedication to the concept of cultural
equality (Goldstein 1995 p.6). This can be either in a local,
regional, national or global context.

Multicultural education, as a particular and unique
approach to education, therefore implies the provision of
education to all learners in a multicultural community. This
encompasses a comprehensive educational programme aimed
at the optimal cognitive, affective and social development of
all learners. The foremost objective is to extend learners’
knowledge of the customs of their own cultures as well as the
customs, habits and characteristics of other cultures in a
multicultural society. Mutual respect, acceptance and a change
of attitudes are essential so that prejudice in the form of
racism, sexism and stereotyping may be addressed.
Multicultural education is aimed at preparing learners for the
realities of a multicultural society in order to enable them as
adults to participate fully in partnerships in the economic,
political and social spheres (Goodey 1989). Therefore,
multicultural education as an approach to education takes the
cultural pluralism in the entire education system into account.

Global education
In a complex modernised global world it is imperative that
parents and teachers should deliberately support children to
cope, to survive and to effectively obtain an intellect-, skills-,
values- and religion-based grip of an ever-expanding world.
Education within a global context, therefore, will provide
children with order, predictability and structure amidst a
confusing world where everything becomes relative, dynamic
and ever-changing in character, whilst unambiguous life
norms and uncomplicated living as direction indicators are
disappearing from children’s life-worlds. A viable approach
will therefore be to help students understand diversity from a
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global perspective (Baker 1983 p.13). In order to meet this
goal, schools must involve all students in learning activities
that enhance intercultural and international human
relationships, critical thinking and civic responsibility (Garcia
1994 p.69). These areas, in which students urgently need to be
educated, are vital because global problems and global
communal life touch every field of study today (Ferencz and
Keyes 1991 p.134).

From various quarters the lack of consensus on a definition
of global education that is acceptable world wide has been
both criticised and applauded: some teacher educators argue
that consensus over conceptualisation is critical for the
successful dissemination and implementation of a global
educational perspective in formal education. Others praise the
existing ambiguity as an opportunity for a teacher’s flexibility,
innovation and creativity in implementing a global education
perspective in the classroom, whilst taking political, economic,
demographic, social and cultural realities into consideration at
the same time. According to Calder and Smith (1996 p.31) a
new global education perspective must challenge our past
understanding; we must develop a new understanding and a
new intercultural empathy. However, a new understanding
alone is not enough: we must be moved and motivated to act
for justice and peace and against inequality, discrimination
and oppression the world over. We need to consider, plan,
sustain and treasure our common, interrelated and
interdependent future on planet earth!

Global education is a dynamic process, which leads to a
critical awareness and sensitivity regarding real life issues. It
motivates students towards social action, and focuses on
(Calder and Smith 1993 p.18):

• global concerns; it recognises that we live in an
interdependent world and aims to develop understanding
of the interacting factors that cause poverty, social,
economic and political injustice, inhumane conduct,
conflict and environmental abuse locally, nationally and
internationally.

• the powerful and the powerless; it is concerned with how
things happen, who decides, who has power and who
does not. It promotes enquiry into contentious issues such
as prejudice and discrimination, racism, sexism, etc.

• critical awareness; a critical awareness specifically
regarding our own society and culture as well as others is
inculcated. It includes a search for alternative views,
perspectives, experiences and methods that acknowledge
equality of peoples within and between different nations.
It recognises the diversity of views, complexities,
experiences and approaches world-wide.

• participation; it aims towards developing the relevant
skills, values and attitudes that will enable people to
commit themselves to responsible action for change
towards the preservation and fair distribution of the
earth’s resources and towards a more just, fair and
accountable society locally, as well as globally.

Multicultural education versus global education
At the start of the 21st century, humankind consists of
interdependent citizens of the world whose entire existence is
interspersed with and affected by interests and problems on
both a local and an international level. Citizens of a global
society find themselves in the midst of a super-industrial
revolution whose novelty and strangeness will cause a radical
change not only to values, positions and relationships but also
to labour, recreation and formal education. Globalisation is
apparent in almost all spheres of life, including the most
urgent contemporary international issues: energy problems,
pollution, violence and crime. Everything in our global village
is today done on a mass scale: buildings, business, recreation,
electronic and motor highways, telecommunication and
aviation, manufacturing, mass production systems, and
‘computerisation’ of daily life. There is an ever-increasing
emphasis on ‘tangible’ objects such as apparatus, patents and
automates. Superpowers, regional and local interest groups,
economic and political magnates, etc. are working together to
co-ordinate their political, economic, social and/or military
power. This explicit display of power enables them to succeed
in plunging the world society into a chronic state of
uncertainty, tension and continuous threat. The youth of today
thus live in an extremely vulnerable world in which they need
to prepare themselves for an ever-changing, unpredictable
world of tomorrow. Borders are starting to disappear and a
cosmopolitan multicultural world order is increasingly
emerging. It is no coincidence that Ronald Reagan, in his last
year as US president during the 1980s, referred to young
people as ‘tomorrow’s global citizens,’ a term never used
during his first term in office (Risinger 1996 p.190).

Diverse perspectives on the relationship between global and
multicultural education abound. However, many educators
agree that global education represents a vehicle for both the
examination and delivery of global equity, whereas
multicultural education is a vehicle for examining and
delivering national equity (Kobus 1992 p. 225). However,
whatever the technical link between these two related
concepts, researchers agree that both aim to lead the
individual to informed decision making and social action
against structural inequalities within the national and global
arenas (Sleeter and Grant 1987). Both global education and
multicultural education aim to advance the causes of human
understanding, respect for human differences and respect for
social justice. Both intend to equip all students with the
competencies needed to participate with more sensitivity,
greater responsibility and efficiency in a pluralistic and
diverse world (Gay in Kobus 1992 p.225). However, although
there is a shared goal to promote student appreciation of unity
and diversity through both multicultural and global education
(Sobol 1990, Selby 1990), some ‘multiculturalists’ are uneasy
about being incorporated within the broader agenda of global
education. Despite diverse perspectives on the relationship
between the two, most educators agree that multicultural and
global education are conceptual and curricular partners.
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If the broad general aims which are pursued in a global
approach to education are formulated (Van Niekerk 1995
pp.73-74), similarities with the aims of multicultural education
become apparent:

• both emphasise the necessity of positive interpersonal and
inter-group interaction; 

• both emphasise the importance of social skills in a
culturally pluralistic society; 

• both advocate social tolerance and the accommodation of
differences; 

• both aim at solving problems; 

• both aim at inter-cultural understanding, communication,
respect and acceptance; 

• both focus on commonality and diversity; 

• both focus on social and citizenship skills within a larger
system; 

• both attempt to address social and societal problems by
means of education; 

• both aim to make learners aware of global trends, realities
and structures; 

• both aim to develop social and ecological sensitivity; 

• both focus on common aspects in order to rationalise
diversity;

• both focus on social solidarity and social justice;

• both use education for social reorganisation and reform;

• both aim to heal and overcome differences from local to
global spheres; 

• both aim to develop citizenship on all levels; 

• both focus on the creative development of cultural
diversity; 

• both have a human rights perspective of equality and
equity.

Conclusion
Physical and psychological boundaries between peoples,
cultures and religions are disappearing rapidly, whilst a
cosmopolitan global village is emerging. A complex, ever-
changing, urbanised and culturally diverse world is dawning.
Schools will need to equip youth with survival skills, with
sensitivity towards ecological and social issues, with
intercultural communication and life skills, and a genuine
recognition and acceptance of and an ability to accommodate
ethnic diversity and cultural multiplicity locally, regionally,
nationally and globally. The constructs of global
interdependence, multiple perspectives and cultural diversity
are constantly identified in the literature as central to both
global and multicultural education. Although global education
is broader in scope and focus than multicultural education,
both have at their core an imperative for addressing cultural
diversity and improving cross-cultural understanding and
competencies (Kobus 1992 p.225). Finally, the following
statements illustrate the interrelated nature of the concepts of
global and multicultural education:

...with the passing of remoteness, a tolerance for diversity
seems to be the first principle of (a global) world order.’
(Cleveland 1986 p.423)

Our mission extends beyond simply teaching... We must
also help our students meet the challenge of change by
developing their sensitivity to other cultures and to other
points of view. As we become more and more conscious of
the role our students will play outside the classroom, we
must consciously integrate our classroom activities into
that world. The classroom is no longer an isolated ivory
tower of learning, but a link to the social, economic, and
political realities our students will one day encounter.
(Avots 1991 p. 122)   

� Johann le Roux is professor in the Faculty of
Education at the University of Pretoria in South Africa. He
is currently a Commonwealth sponsored Fellow at the
Institute of Education, University of London.
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