
Mark Kleyman. Multiculturalism and Community Building in Urban Europe. 
Central European Journal of International and Security Studies 14, no. 1: 31–51.

© 2020 CEJISS. Article is distributed under Open Access licence: Attribution - 
NonCommercial 3.0 Unported (cc by-nc 3.0).

Multiculturalism and 
Community Building in Urban 
Europe

Mark Kleyman 

In the years lasting back to 2015 Europe has been faced with an unprec-
edented influx of migrants. In most cases they seek refuge from civil 
wars and dictatorships that devastate many countries across North Af-
rica and the Middle East. As a consequence, migration is becoming an 
increasingly urgent issue of many public and scholarly debates. In this 
context, the crucial problem is what type of multicultural society every 
European country and the EU in general want to be. This problem is 
particularly acute in urban areas where most Europeans live and most 
of the migrants permanently stay. The article contributes to drawing 
upon the theoretical framework for the analysis of socio-cultural and 
socio-psychological factors that could have an impact on the emer-
gence of multicultural urban communities across Europe; at the same 
time, it attempts to break with the rhetoric of multiculturalism which 
still prevails in public and scholarly debates. This analysis is deployed 
in order to understand the (possible) influence of the ethical principle 
of solidary personalism on the emergence of practices directed toward 
the creation or enhancement of multicultural communities within the 
European cities. 
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urban community, community building.



32

CEJISS  
1/2020

The article aims to provide a  theoretical framework for the analysis 
of socio-cultural and socio-psychological factors which could have an 
impact on the emergence of multicultural urban communities across 
Europe. At the same time, it focuses on discussing the (possible) ways 
to minimise the negative consequences of Europe’s  migration crisis, 
which is an increasingly urgent issue of many public and scholarly 
debates. In searching for the ways out of the current situation, the 
EU’s top representatives often put an emphasis on developing policies 
and practices of multiculturalism, but the problem is how such policies 
and practices are often understood and implemented. After the 1940s 
and 1950s, when much attention was paid to culture as an important 
element of understanding societies, for decades the role of cultural val-
ues and attitudes was largely ignored by scholars and politicians alike. 
This situation inevitably resulted in widespread cultural relativism 
which presupposes that all cultures are intrinsically good. From this 
perspective, any culture and any cultural praxis could be recognised 
as morally acceptable if actually cultivated by some social group.1 As 
an example, if sexual and gender-based violence could be a common 
practice within some social groups forming a majority within certain 
urban districts, ruling authorities would consequently shape tolerant 
attitudes towards losing control over such ‘no-go areas’. In Stanley 
Fish’s sense, such attitudes can be regarded as a result of boutique mul-
ticulturalism, which means a superficial fascination with the Other.2 
As Gary Olson puts it, boutique multiculturalists ‘exoticise the culture 
of the other, turning it to a trendy object of their own pleasure, enter-
tainment, and consumption’.3 To describe such attitudes, Bojan Žalec 
introduces the term leveling multiculturalism,4 because, in fact, this 
approach presupposes leveling every culture in a sense of superficial 
admiration for other cultures. However, such attitudes do not entail 
the recognition of the equal status of every culture; they are shallow 
and patronising at bottom, as boutique multiculturalists always regard 
other cultures from the perspectives of their own cultural values. Con-
sequently, they fail short in the case when a distant stranger, or a briefly 
visiting stranger, or a passing-by stranger becomes a next-door neigh-
bour who shares the streets, public facilities, workplaces and schools.5 

Yet the situation, which has considerably challenged the develop-
ment of cities across Western Europe from the 1990s onwards, is in-
creasingly underpinning a major renewal of interest in culture appear-
ing among scholars and practitioners alike. It was then becoming clear 
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that ‘values shape human progress. […] Our most pressing issues are 
profoundly cultural in nature. We try to address them, but without an 
appreciation of how deeply culture determines our worldviews, we can 
only grope and fumble’.6 Therefore, in Fish’s sense, there is an urgent 
need of rejecting boutique multiculturalism and supporting strong 
multiculturalism.7 A major difference between boutique multicultur-
alism and strong multiculturalism lies in the latter’s recognition of the 
value of difference in and for itself.8 The main research question is thus 
how such recognition can be utilised for building urban communities 
in the period of mass influx of migrants to Europe.   

As Will Kymlicka argues, many immigrants do best, both in terms of 
psychological well-being and sociocultural outcomes, when they are to 
interlink their ethnic and / or religious identity with a sense of belong-
ing to a host culture. Such ‘integration orientation’ is often opposed to 
either an ‘assimilation orientation’ or a  ‘separation orientation’.9 The 
assimilation orientation presupposes that immigrants must abandon 
their ethnic identity and adopt a new national identity. As it seems, 
this inevitably maintains the traditional hierarchies with a strong di-
vision to a superior and inferior cultures. Conversely, a separation ori-
entation assumes that one must renounce the new national identity 
and maintain their ethnic identity. In practice, this hinders the process 
of integration and thus entails the emergence of a new racialised un-
derclass flocked in urban ‘no-go areas’. The main research question re-
vealed in this study is thus of how such integration orientation may be 
supported by a distinct social climate within a particular urban com-
munity. 

The article begins with the analysis of the challenges posed by the 
migration crisis to the stable development of Europe. It continues with 
the critical evaluation of the different attitudes towards multicultural-
ism within the EU, with the special emphasis on the ‘tolerance of the 
non-tolerant’ conundrum. The next part attempts to answer the ques-
tion of how the ethical principle of solidary personalism may contrib-
ute to supporting integration orientation and building multicultural 
urban communities across Europe. The concluding part presents the 
main research findings; at the same time, it specifies the strengths and 
weaknesses of the study.

 The research methodology employed in this study is qualitative, 
that is, the study is based on the desktop research methodology, which 
largely involved extensive review of related literature to explore, dis-
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cover, identify and deeply understand the mechanisms for resolving 
and managing conflicts and disputes on the issues of migration and 
its impact on the development of urban communities across Europe. 
Several scholarly works and media reports were reviewed and analysed 
to collect data on the effect of migration on urban community build-
ing. The study is based on the critical analysis of new in-depth insights 
and knowledge about the problems of multiculturalism, tolerance and 
urban community building with specific reference to a particular sit-
uation in contemporary Europe. The possible solutions identified and 
discussed might lend support to building multicultural urban commu-
nities across Europe. However, the study recognises that these findings 
cannot be generalised. 

Europe’s dilemma over migrants
Over the past 30 years, the hitherto rather homogeneous Western Eu-
ropean states have been experiencing a dramatic influx of immigrants. 
Though numbers are sharply down from their 2015-16 peaks because 
of a 2016 EU agreement with Turkey, new border fences in the Bal-
kans, and a 2017 bilateral arrangement between Italy and Libya, tens 
of thousands of people are still trying to reach Europe. The underlying 
factors (first of all, extreme asymmetries in living standards which are 
considerably aggravated by permanent civil wars, human rights abuses 
by dictatorships, and whatever flows from it, e. g., growing political in-
stability and insecurity) that have led to more than 1.8 million migrants 
coming to the EU member states  since 2014 have not gone away.10 
Therefore, most observers believe it is only a matter of time before the 
number of arrivals picks up significantly once more.11 The current situ-
ation is increasingly producing a strong, though invisible, division line 
between the West (i.e., the ‘frontline’ Southern Europe’s states and the 
welfare Northern ‘destination’ countries bearing the heaviest burden 
of the inflow of migrants) and the East (namely, the ‘hardline’ Central 
and Eastern European states, for instance, Hungary and Poland refus-
ing to accept any migrants at all). 

The main problem is that the stable development of contempo-
rary Europe is in principle impossible without massive immigration. 
Though the total population in the EU is projected to increase from 511 
million in 2016 to 520 million in 2070, the working-age cohort (people 
aged between 15 and 64) will decrease significantly from 333 million 
in 2016 to 292 million in 2070. These projected changes in the popu-
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lation structure reflect assumptions on fertility rates, life expectancy 
and migration flows.12 Due to the low birth rates and population aging, 
long-standing communities are disappearing and the social burden on 
the young is becoming unsustainable. These processes increasingly af-
fect Eastern and Western European countries alike, regardless of their 
past experience and cultural backgrounds. Therefore, sooner or later 
even the ‘hardline’ states will inevitably be in need of adopting large 
numbers of immigrants. The case of Japan, which so far has the strict-
est rules on immigration among the developed countries, demon-
strates how the growing concerns about the labor shortage brought 
on by the low birthrate and subsequent loss of productive-age workers 
could add urgency to modify the legislation.13

At the same time, as Hyppolyte d’Albis argues, despite the fact that 
immigration brings significant costs for host countries, over the period 
from 1985 to 2015 one finds no statistical evidence suggesting worsen-
ing of economic conditions in Western European countries, whether 
in terms of standard of living, unemployment or public finance. On 
the contrary, after several years, there may be a slight positive effect 
as immigrants granted permanent residence take up employment and 
contribute actively to the economy of their host countries.14

To put it simply, today’s Europe is increasingly faced with a dilem-
ma: on the one hand, there is an urgent need of growing immigration; 
on the other hand, the fact that many migrants fall short when starting 
to live in an open and democratic society is becoming a major concern 
in all countries across Europe.

The EU’s top officials often emphasise the need of developing poli-
cies and practices of multiculturalism as a way of solving the dilemma 
over migrants.15 However, this inevitably reveals the question of how 
these policies and practices are often understood and implemented. 
For instance, from the mid-1970s onwards the goal of enabling the 
preservation of minorities and creating a positive attitude towards the 
new officially endorsed multicultural society among the majority pop-
ulation became incorporated into the Swedish constitution as well as 
cultural, educational and media policies.16 However, the results of such 
policies are distinctly controversial. For example, a 2017 study by Lund 
University demonstrated that social trust was lower among people in 
regions with high levels of past non-Nordic immigration than among 
people in regions with low levels of past immigration; at the same 
time, the erosive effect on trust was more pronounced for recent im-
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migrants from culturally distant countries. 17 This tendency cannot be 
regarded as a uniquely Swedish attribute. Immigration and terrorism 
remain citizens’ top concerns all across the EU, and the debate about 
the refugee crisis often took place almost amid an absence of refugees, 
as, for example, in Central and Eastern European countries.18 

Is there an intrinsically good culture?
It seems likely that this situation can be regarded as a consequence of 
boutique multiculturalism widely accepted by many politicians within 
the EU. As Bauman argues, boutique multiculturalism is exactly what 
all the global consumerism attributes mean.19 Purveyors of this super-
ficial brand of multiculturalism appreciate, enjoy, sympathise with, 
and recognise the legitimacy of cultures other than their own, and, 
from this point of view, every culture really seems to be intrinsically 
good. At the same time, as Fish suggests, these people inevitably stop 
approving such a superficial approach towards multiculturalism when 
they take seriously the core values of the culture they have to tolerate.20

From this point of view, every culture is similar to the well-known 
Nozick’s  tank.21 Being a  result of the thought experiment, this tank 
is an experience machine in which individuals can make unrealistic, 
pleasurable experiences. In so doing, they think that all their wishes 
have been fulfilled and they live the life they desired at most. In oth-
er words, such a machine makes all wishes intrinsically good. In this 
context, urban ‘no-go areas’ can be compared with Nozick’s machine 
in which people are separate from the legislation of a  host country. 
According to Žalec, cultural relativism and, then, leveling multicul-
turalism are inevitably interlinked with nihilism and instrumental-
ism. Nihilism can be regarded as a settled way of thinking and feeling 
which is grounded on refusing to acknowledge any cultural difference. 
As a consequence, nihilistic subjects cannot perceive a particular cul-
tural tradition as unique. As nihilism is practically impossible, it inevi-
tably transforms into some kind of instrumentalism.22 Instrumentalist 
attitudes presuppose that a particular person (or a particular culture) 
cannot be a goal, but (at best) merely a means. Consequently, in fact 
leveling multiculturalism rejects liberal principles and respect of hu-
man dignity, which are crucial elements of the European cultural iden-
tity.23 In other words, from the perspective of leveling multiculturalism 
there is no need to cultivate the distinct European identity because the 
European culture is as good as any other culture. At the same time, as 
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Larry Siedentop argues, the European culture is unique, as it is rooted 
back to liberal attitudes that, in return, are of Christian origin.24 

As it seems, the current situation provides empirical evidence to 
criticise the main premises of leveling multiculturalism. If we sup-
pose that any culture is intrinsically good, the refugees, who flee, for 
instance, from the terroristic Islamist groups or the oppressive regime 
of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, would choose the neighboring Arab coun-
tries as their main destination. Some of these states, such as, for ex-
ample, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia, provide high stan-
dards of living. For example, according to the annual World Bank’s re-
port, in 2017 the gross domestic product per capita was estimated as 
20,760.9   USD for Saudi Arabia, 40,698.8 USD for the United Arab 
Emirates and 63,505.8 USD for Qatar, to compare with 18,613.4 USD 
for Greece, 44,469.9 USD for Germany and 53,442.0 USD for Sweden.25 
The affluent Arab states increasingly attract labour migrants from 
many countries. Nevertheless, despite distinct cultural (and adminis-
trative) barriers, most of the refugees deliberately choose Europe as 
their main destination. Therefore, we cannot consider the economic 
reasons as the main factor which boosts the mass influx of refugees 
to Europe. These refugees are attracted, perhaps unconsciously, by 
the distinctive traits of the European culture, as in Europe they most-
ly seek for security and respect of human rights. But, in return, the 
very idea of the respect of human rights can be regarded as a unique 
characteristic of the European cultural traditions, which is rooted back 
in Christianity.26 At the same time, the principles of tolerance, respect 
of human rights, equality and participation were not always the attri-
butes of the European culture. Europe had passed through a long way 
of violence before; as a  result of many adjustments, reconciliations, 
dialogues these principles became the core values of the European so-
cieties. On the other hand, as John Esposito argues, ‘too often coverage 
of Islam and the Muslim world assumes the existence of a monolithic 
Islam in which all Muslims are the same’.27 In this sense, the Islamic 
culture is often presented as violent and warlike. According to Esposi-
to, such a view is naive and unjustifiably obscures important divisions 
and differences in the Muslim world.28 It seems likely that the concept 
of the invention of tradition, which was made prominent in the epon-
ymous 1983 book edited by British scholars Eric J. Hobsbawm and Ter-
ence O. Ranger,29 could promote the pathway to understanding this 
situation. Despite the fact that this concept hides serious ambiguities 
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(for example, it is often not possible or useful to distinguish between 
‘genuine’ and recently ‘invented’ traditions, as both are intrinsic parts 
of a distinct cultural heritage), the term ‘invented tradition’ has some 
explanatory potential. For instance, it enables us to assume that any 
cultural tradition is a social invention and not some primordial char-
acteristics. As it seems, this premise could enhance our learning and 
understanding of the issues of radical Islamism and Islamophobia in 
today’s Europe.  

The political assassins who attacked the French newsmagazine 
Charlie Hebdo on 7 January 2015 proclaimed that they took vengeance 
on those who published the cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad. Yet, 
the fact that the caricatures considered offensive to Muslims were 
published by this newsmagazine (and earlier by several Danish and 
Norwegian newspapers) may be regarded as an attempt to protest 
against leveling multiculturalism, which often resulted in tolerance of 
the non-tolerant, as well as an attempt to defend the main principles 
of European liberalism. The motto of Je suis Charlie (I am Charlie) en-
compassed millions of people across Europe to protest the massacre of 
terrorists. These protests reminded us of the necessity to insist that all 
immigrants must accept the legitimacy of state enforcement (and, in 
the EU’s case, supra-national enforcement) of liberal principles.30

Nevertheless, this situation inevitably poses the following question: 
can the cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad be regarded as a proper 
way to protest against ‘tolerance of the non-tolerant’? 

According to Ayan Hirsi Ali, the vast majority of Muslims are cur-
rently torn between fundamentalists and terrorists on the one hand 
and the reformers on the other.31 The problem is thus that by choosing 
the way of protest that is overtly offensive to all Muslims against the 
terrorist massacre, we could push Islamic communities towards fun-
damentalists and terrorists. In fact, when accepting the publication of 
such cartoons as a possible way of protest, we inevitably assume that 
the Islamic culture as such is intrinsically bad. Paradoxically, this posi-
tion has a similarity with leveling multiculturalism. Both positions may 
be regarded as the opposite sides of the same coin, as they consider any 
culture as a homogenous entity (either intrinsically good or intrinsi-
cally bad). Both points of view are based on the idea that every person 
is determined with characteristics which he or she automatically in-
herits from his or her native culture.32 In reality, however, a particular 
group is not predetermined and unchangeable; instead, it inevitably 
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represents phenomenal forms of human diversity and plurality which 
open up different perspectives on the world and which any person can 
freely form and transform as part of his or her human conditions.33 
As Erich Fromm argued, in a world in which violence in every form 
seems to be increasing, every culture can provide a support for human 
destructiveness while advocating violence against all regarded as ‘bad’ 
or ‘wrong’.34 Consequently, as Anthony Appiah puts it, any culture as 
such can be equally ‘good’ and ‘bad’. 35 In this context, we should not re-
duce the issue of radicalisation and terrorism in Europe merely to the 
phenomenon of radical Islamist ideology.36 For example, immediately 
after the terrorist attacks in Norway on 22 July 2011 the media affirmed 
that this was committed by Islamist fundamentalists, but soon it was 
discovered that 77 people, many of whom were under the age of 18, 
were killed by a 32-year-old Norwegian, who decided that the practices 
founded in the idea of tolerance and multiculturalism threatened Eu-
rope, and a ‘right’ of defending the European culture would justify any 
means of obtaining it. 37 The 2017 German federal elections, Austrian 
legislative elections and Italian parliamentary elections, and the 2018 
Swedish parliamentary elections saw gains by fringe populist parties 
running an openly xenophobic platform. The possible way to stop this 
anti-democratic wave is to acknowledge that in any culture (including 
the Islamic culture) we must search for the elements which contribute 
to the autonomy and flourishing of individuals and support them.38 At 
the same time, we should oppose the idea that there is no opportunity 
for a  person to choose his or her own way of accepting or rejecting 
cultural values of his or her mother culture. 

On the contrary, from the perspective of strong or, in Will Kymlic-
ka’s sense, liberal multiculturalism,39 the personal freedom of choice is 
of primary importance.40 In this context, we should, to some extent, 
tolerate the intolerant, but, at the same time, we must impose zero 
tolerance to the violations of human dignity in any form. For example, 
people who choose Europe as a place of permanent residence should 
realise that domestic violence (which is so common for many cultures, 
as it was a common practice in pre-modern Europe) cannot be justi-
fied in a sense that it is an inherent attribute of a particular culture; 
it will be inevitably considered as a criminal offence. In other words, 
democracy can be based mostly on accepting the universal truth of hu-
man dignity being a goal by itself. Among other things, this means zero 
tolerance to violence in all its forms. In this context, from the perspec-
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tive of strong multiculturalism the freedom of speech (in our case, the 
right of publishing any caricatures) can be restricted only in the case if 
someone overtly propagates and defends violence and crimes against 
humanity (such as in the case of Holocaust denial and the crimes of 
Stalinism). In such a case, we distinctly need to accept the enforcement 
of liberal principles; however, such enforcement must be absolutely 
incompatible with violations of human dignity (such as prisoner abuse 
and torture that are commonly in use, for instance, in Putin’s Russia 
increasingly turning back to Gulag).

Solidary personalism and community building in urban Europe
The rule of law directed toward defending human dignity and human 
rights can be thus recognised as bedrock of building multicultural ur-
ban communities in Europe. At the same time, this cannot be effective 
without creating social climates which could foster open-mindedness 
towards different cultures and national traditions. Social climates can 
be considered a medium for transmitting and enforcing important so-
cial values in the city’s everyday life;41 at the same time, while building 
a community, beliefs are at the base of that community. The key beliefs 
are regarding ethics, core values, human rights and diversity. These be-
liefs are included in the social goals that particular social groups (for 
instance, urban neighborhoods) have to accomplish.42 A social climate 
includes a set of social attitudes which specify the shared perceptions 
of what constitutes ethical behaviour, and the process of how ethical 
or moral issues will be dealt with. In this context, the problem of how 
the prevalent moral norms could help bridge the gap between different 
cultures is now gathering unprecedented momentum. 

In searching for the possibility of dialogue between the persons 
who share different cultural traditions, Albert Schweitzer supported 
the idea that the European identity is liberal and of Christian origin. 
At the same time, he pointed out that the history of Europe provid-
ed many examples of massacre and violence of human rights. Albert 
Schweitzer believed that ethical values which could underpin the ideal 
of true civilisation had to have their foundation in deep thought and 
be world- and life-affirming. He therefore embarked on a  search for 
ethical values in the various major religions and worldviews accessible 
to him. Finally, he decided that the only thing the people around the 
world are really sure of is that they live and want to go on living.43 Con-
sequently, the principle of the Reverence for Life, which is rooted back 
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not only to Christian humanism, but also to non-Western religious 
thought, in particular, the Jain principle of ahimsa (non-violence), can 
be regarded as an inherent part of Europe’s cultural heritage and, at the 
same time, a result of critical rethinking of Europe’s cultural traditions. 
Today this principle may form an ethical background for searching the 
foundations of universally valid ethics for building urban communities 
across Europe. 44

The idea of the Reverence for Life is in some respects interlinked 
with the ethical principle of solidary personalism. The term solidary 
personalism was firstly introduced by Bojan Žalec.45 He presupposes 
that people are in principle equal regarding their right to cultivate 
their singularity or individuality, regardless of their cultural and / or 
religious backgrounds. The main aim of a  personalist is flourishing 
of every person. At the same time, the aim of adjective ‘solidary’ is to 
stress the relational and participatory nature of a  person.46 As Žalec 
states, persons are essentially relational beings and must be treated in 
their concrete situation and historical perspective. Solidarity means 
not just a kind of economic solidarity but, at the same time, mutual 
participation of persons on their lives including all their aspects. The 
central moment of such solidarity is intellectual solidarity,47 the partic-
ipation on the experience of the other.48 Yet it is crucial that we should 
recognise that there are limits of inter-personal solidarity: According 
to Žalec, ‘[s]olidarity – participation in the life of the other – can how-
ever be only partial. The belief that we can reach total participation is 
dangerous and destroys approaching of the other as the other […] and 
provides contexts for instrumentalisation and manipulation’.49 In oth-
er words, it is impossible to regard any other culture from the perspec-
tives of one’s own cultural values. Consequently, solidary personalism 
provides a background of criticism of boutique or leveling multicul-
turalism based upon the idea that every culture is intrinsically good, 
as well as upon the ignorance of the historical context and the current 
situation in which a distinct culture forms, exists and develops. Based 
upon the ethical principle of solidary personalism, we thus can develop 
a framework for strong multiculturalism.50

However, such practices should be developed and established mere-
ly through the dialogue between all concerned parties. As it seems, 
urban communities where people from different cultural, social and / 
or religious backgrounds do the things that allow them to sustain live-
lihoods and develop their place of living together may provide settings 
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for such dialogue. Leadership, geography, history, socio-cultural char-
acteristics and socio-economic status are all traditionally used to ex-
plain success of community building and its well-being. In return, it is 
impossible without forming a sense of community. As Karel Müller ar-
gues, in multicultural settings the sense of community should be based 
on a particular kind of social identity which is characterised by porous 
active borders.51 The concept of porous active borders presupposes that 
the social identity should be principally open for any cultural experi-
ence. However, in contemporary Europe’s context, such cultural expe-
rience should be in favour of the European liberal tradition, which is 
of Christian origins. Such identity, or, to say more precisely, its inside 
/ outside (us / them) dimensions, may be regarded as a crucial factor 
that specifies the way a tradition of a particular city is perceived. This 
assumption is in many respects based on the theoretical concept of 
social identity complexity that refers to an individual’s subjective rep-
resentation of the degree of overlap perceived to exist between groups 
of which a  person is simultaneously a  member.52 Given the recogni-
tion that urban residents inevitably belong to multiple social groups 
with multiple corresponding social identities, an important question 
to be addressed is how individuals combine these group identities 
when they define their subjective in-groups. More specifically, do mul-
tiple group memberships lead to more inclusive or less inclusive in-
groups, when compared to single group identities? In Müller’s sense, 
it is accurate to comprehend a contemporary urban community as an 
open system of communication, rather than as an integrated social 
system of shared meanings and morals, which is embedded in a local 
context. Societies are nowadays, first of all, communicating societies, 
networks of mobility, and flows of social communication. Therefore, 
social identity should be understood as a project whose main objective 
is active participation in the process of fair and open communication 
within various spheres of local affairs. Communication itself could 
(and should) be the main overarching defining characteristic of social 
identities, which today resembles, as Stuart Hall argued, ‘routes rather 
than ‘roots’.53 In this regard, it is possible to distinguish between active 
and passive borders of social identity. The active border is character-
ised by numerous channels providing contacts with outside cultures, 
and thus fosters the emergence of social identity complexity. Under 
these circumstances, particular ideas and practices from the outer cul-
tures are adopting and adapting to a  definite city’s  context. In such 
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a case, any cultural tradition can be considered not as somewhat dog-
matic and inflexible, but as a factor that fosters intercultural dialogue. 
On the contrary, the passive border of social identity is marked with 
a  communicational impermeability based on the stereotypical label-
ing, defining and preserving polarity of ‘us’ and ‘them’.54 In such a case, 
any cultural tradition tends to produce strict individual obedience to 
commonly shared rules, both formal and informal, without any doubt 
about their legitimacy. Hence, any alternative worldview, as well as the 
ways of creating something new, is opposed. Urban neighborhoods 
become the inflexible guardians of traditions, which are unalterably 
opposed to every sort of personal and / or group deviation from the 
socially accepted type. This vision is based on the essentialist interpre-
tation of the distinct cultural heritage and forging an identity which is 
characterised by passive borders.

In this context, social climate within a  particular place can play 
a crucial part in forming social identity complexity. If social climate 
within some urban neighborhoods fosters intolerance and even ag-
gressiveness towards any form of ‘otherness’, it tends to impact the 
emergence of passive borders of closed, nested social identity. On the 
contrary, in the case when social climate motivates urban inhabitants 
to be tolerant and open towards outer cultures, alternative ways of 
thinking and lifestyles, this inevitably results in the emergence of ac-
tive borders of social identity (and, then, social identity complexity). 
In any respect, social climate within urban neighborhoods is consider-
ably impacted by formal and informal knowledge of the genesis, nature 
and structure of the traditions formed within a particular place and 
those bringing by the newcomers. Genuine and recently established 
traditions are thus ‘invented’ alike in the sense that the knowledge of 
both is socially constructed and embedded into a particular narrative 
forming a distinctive social identity and social climate within a partic-
ular community. In Benedict Anderson’s sense, this knowledge is often 
used for the purpose of forming ‘imagined communities’.55

As it seems, the case of contemporary Russia provides an example 
of how a  particular narrative can be constructed for the purpose of 
forming a special kind of social identity. Many people, both in Russia 
and abroad, think that the Russian culture is based exclusively on the 
long-standing patterns of submission to authoritarian or totalitarian 
rule and military power. At the same time, little is known about the 
democratic stream of Russia’s cultural heritage. For instance, the case 
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of the medieval Veliky Novgorod republic demonstrates how strong 
and sustainable traditions of grassroots democracy were embedded 
into a local context. Much later, zemstvo, or local self-government es-
tablished in the 1860s, succeeded in solving in the proper way many 
problems of general education, medical service and public welfare. 
Generally speaking, the Russian culture fostered Leo Tolstoy’s idea of 
eliminating the ‘big state’ and developing a ‘big society’. Yet the knowl-
edge of these facts is not embedded into the predominant narratives 
mainly due to the attempts of the authorities to construct a  closed, 
exclusive identity of ‘besieged fortress Russia’. This became especial-
ly evident after the 2014 annexation of Crimea, when Putin’s regime 
has gone beyond the purely authoritarian type and embraced many 
features of the neo-Stalinist totalitarian dictatorship. As a result, the 
state controlled media widely uses the warlike Stalinist rhetoric when 
narrating the story of Russia’s past and present. For instance, like un-
der Stalin, Putin’s propaganda glorifies the oppressive rule of the Tsar 
Ivan the Terrible who initiated the mass terror (oprichnina) in the sec-
ond half of the 16th century. One can observe this also at a particular 
city’s  level: in autumn 2016 the monument to Ivan the Terrible was 
erected in the city of Orel in Central Russia, and this action was 
supported by many top officials at the national level. This example likely 
demonstrates how particular one-dimensional and oversimplified 
identity can be violently defended. To overcome the current trend of 
rising xenophobia and other forms of social exclusion, which extends 
far beyond Russia›s  boundaries, the narratives about the particular 
city’s  past and present should oppose any reductionist division of 
people according to their nationality, ethnicity, class, religion, and 
the similar that inevitably entails diasporisation and ghettoisation of 
urban neighborhoods. At the same time, one should narrate the true 
stories about the cultural traditions of the host city and the cultures of 
all national and religious group that reside in this place. In so doing, 
in every culture, in accordance with the ethical principle of solidary 
personalism, one should search for the elements which are in favour 
of openness to change, meritocracy, social equality and universalism, 
lower importance of conservatism and power values and higher toler-
ance for diversity crucial for the emergence of social identity complex-
ity. Such narratives, which are increasingly created and disseminated 
through global networks and social media, could motivate people to 
utilise a wide variety of practices directed towards creation or enhance-
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ment of stable, culturally and ethnically diverse urban communities.56 
These practices may include, for instance, taking care of the elderly, 
helping the people with special needs, emerging crime fighting tools, 
the implementation of ‘green-smart’ solutions in creating public spac-
es, urban agriculture, housing and transport networks, or larger-scale 
efforts such as mass festivals and building construction projects that 
involve local participants rather than outside contractors. Such activ-
ities could facilitate civic engagement and collective action and have 
a positive effect on the quality of relationships among the citizens of 
multicultural community. In his book Bowling Alone Robert Putnam 
refers to this as social capital which creates a sense of belonging thus 
enhancing the overall health of a community.57  This is especially cru-
cial for migrants, many of whom came to Europe from dictatorships, 
and, as a consequence, they do not believe in a success of bottom-up 
initiatives and common actions interlinked with democratic, non-vio-
lent methods of solving major social problems. Therefore, one should 
narrate about the constructive potential of such procedures and thus 
persuade these people to participate in policymaking, first of all, at the 
community level. In other words, one should motivate the people of 
different cultural backgrounds to create together the place where they 
live in. In this context, from the perspective of the ethical principle of 
solidary personalism one could critically re-evaluate the existing con-
cepts of urban creative milieu which can play a crucial part in commu-
nity building in urban areas.

As Landry states, a creative milieu is a place where ‘face-to-face in-
teraction [among a critical mass of entrepreneurs, intellectuals, social 
activists, artists, administrators, power brokers or students] creates 
new ideas, artefacts, products, services and institutions and, as a con-
sequence, contributes to economic success’.58 At the same time, ‘in con-
trast to the more venerable innovative milieu construct that initially 
focused on creative interaction among workers and between firms 
and research institutes to examine innovation and economic compet-
itiveness, members of the creative class seek to imbue creativity in all 
aspects of their lives’.59 According to Florida, creative professions dif-
fer from all other professions in the fact that they base their work on 
defining issues, finding their solutions, while employing the existing 
knowledge in a new and innovative manner.60 In this context, while 
a ‘weak definition’ of creative milieu61 requires that unobserved interac-
tion attracts a diverse set of creative people to creative places, a ‘strong 
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definition’ of creative milieu62 posits that interaction across the diverse 
creative domains produces an innovative milieu which increases the 
dynamism of the local economy.63 In this regard, creative economy is 
defined as the sum of economic activities arising from a highly edu-
cated segment of the workforce, which encompasses a  wide variety 
of creative individuals.64 In John Howkins’s  sense,  creative economy 
comprises advertising, architecture, art, crafts, design, fashion, film, 
music, performing arts, publishing, software, toys and games, TV and 
radio, and video games.65 Some scholars argue that education industry, 
including public and private services, is also forming a part of creative 
economy. There remain, therefore, different definitions of the sector.66 
At the same time, the attempts to divide all the professions into cre-
ative and non-creative inevitably result in a distinct elitism of creative 
class theory.67According to Peck, the contemporary creativity strate-
gies barely disrupt extant urban policy orthodoxies, based on interlocal 
competition, place marketing, property- and market-led development, 
gentrification and normalised socio-spatial inequality. This has the ef-
fect of elevating creativity to the status of a new urban imperative.68 
Hence, to overcome the inherent weaknesses of creative class theory,69 
and to break with the rhetoric of creativity distinguishing the scholarly 
literature which still prevails in the field, one can notice that in a sum-
mary of research into creativity Michael Mumford suggests that ‘cre-
ativity involves the production of novel, useful products’.70 Creativity 
can also be defined as the process of producing something that is both 
original and worthwhile or characterised by originality, expressiveness 
and a person’s imagination.71 In this sense, creativity cannot be regard-
ed merely in terms of economic effectiveness and one’s  professional 
or, moreover, class affiliation. Creative milieu can thus be considered 
as a set of formal and informal institutions supporting an individual 
or a  group of people in thinking and acting creatively, regardless of 
one’s  professional, social and / or cultural status. In this regard, the 
issues of social identity complexity play a crucial role in the emergence 
of creative milieus within urban communities. Therefore, the critical 
urban theory,72 which is rooted back to Henri Lefebvre’s claim to the 
‘right to the city’, i.e., a right to change ourselves by changing the city,73 
can provide an alternative theoretical framework for the creativity 
studies from the perspective of solidary personalism. In this sense, 
building multicultural urban communities should motivate people in 
every place to obtain their right to work creatively upon developing 
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a  ‘city for people, not for profit’.74 At the same time, strong multicul-
turalism based upon the ethical principle of solidary personalism can 
foster the emergence of creative milieus within urban communities, as 
it can play a crucial part in introducing contrasting views and challeng-
ing existing assumptions. 

Conclusion
Every developed country no longer has to decide whether it wants 
to become a  multicultural society. In fact, it made that decision, 
perhaps unconsciously, years ago when a  country decided to be 
a full participant in the emerging global economy. Developed states 
confirmed that decision when they decided to actively recruit for-
eign migrants to meet the economic and demographic needs of 
a fast-growing society. At the same time, every democratic state has 
a moral obligation to provide asylum for the people fleeing persecu-
tion by dictatorships. In this context, every European country today 
is faced with a difficult decision: what type of multicultural society 
does it want to be? 

As a matter of fact, Europe is increasingly in need for strong multi-
culturalism. It presupposes that there are neither intrinsically good nor 
intrinsically bad cultures. In all cultures we should search for the ele-
ments which are in favour of non-violence and respect of human dig-
nity. Strong multiculturalism may be most needed in times when many 
immigrants are perceived as illegitimate, illiberal, and burdensome.75 
Proactive policies to promote a  true ‘integration orientation’ within 
multicultural urban communities require a lot of adjustments, recon-
ciliations and dialogues, and the ethical principle of solidary personal-
ism could provide a (possible) background of that. From the perspective 
of solidary personalism, one-dimensional simplifications of social iden-
tity inevitably produce a  reductionist division of people according to 
their nationality, ethnicity, class, religion, and the similar.76 We should 
thus create conditions in which people are allowed to step out from 
their original cultures, to link up within new social groups, with new 
cultures which might be even essentially opposing to their cultures of 
origin.77 For the purpose of establishing porous, active borders of social 
identity we should narrate the stories on the culture of the host city 
and the cultural traditions of the newcomers. Such stories should foster 
collaboration among different ethnic, social and religious groups aimed 
at creating a stable urban community within a particular city.
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The article has limitations, as it attempts to present merely a theoret-
ical framework of the further research in the field. As a matter of fact, 
there is an urgent need to undertake primary research of the best prac-
tices and shortcomings in building multicultural urban communities 
across Europe. This study should be based on representative and sta-
tistically reliable data in order to deepen the insight into the impact of 
various narratives and common actions on creating multicultural urban 
communities. In this context, the empirical study should be ideally based 
on using several different, yet complementary, research methodologies.



Mark Kleyman is affiliated to the Department of Philosophy of Ivano-
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