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Diversity1  
Viola B. Georgi (University of Hildesheim) 
 
Diversity means difference and variety. Terms such as variety, difference, heterogeneity, and 

diversity are often used synonymously to describe the differences between people, without 

creating a hierarchy. The focus is on the diverse overlapping lines of difference that are 

decisive for the social positioning of each individual. The diversity perspective addresses social 

differentiation and challenges societal notions of normality based on homogeneity by 

promoting difference as the norm. In practice, this is often translated into the motto “It's 

normal to be different.” However, this well-intentioned “normalization” of difference carries 

with it the danger of denying the power of markers of difference. Diversity refers to the variety 

of lines of difference and the heterogeneity of individual and collective identities, for example, 

in terms of social background, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, disability, age, and 

gender. Diversity encompasses both individual and group characteristics of people. Some of 

these characteristics are changeable, albeit sometimes with difficulty, while others are less or 

not at all changeable. The former include characteristics such as nationality, religion, social 

status, or linguistic origin, while the latter include physical characteristics such as age, 

disability, or gender. Diversity is also the result of social construction processes, i.e., difference 

is only brought about through practices of “doing difference” (Fenstermaker & West 2002). 

Diversity approaches focus on the complexity of identity formation processes and thus on the 

uniqueness of the individual. Classifications of any kind are rejected and instead, the emphasis 

is placed on enabling and respecting the individuality of each person in terms of human rights 

(Prengel 2013, p. 12). At the same time, due to the power-critical perspective inherent in the 

various diversity approaches, special attention is paid to the question of why certain social, 

cultural, linguistic, or religious orientations and affiliations of individuals, e.g., in the education 

system or on the labor market, are associated with disadvantage, discrimination, and 

exclusion, while other affiliations are privileged. 

The term diversity has gained popularity in recent years and found its way into various areas 

of politics and society, without becoming any clearer. On the contrary, the term eludes 

 
1 This article is based on a revision and translation of an excerpt of the original article in German: Georgi, Viola 
B. „Diversity.“ Gogolin, Ingrid and Viola B. Georgi, Marianne Krüger-Potratz, Drorit Lengyel, Uwe Sandfuchs (Eds.). 
Handbuch Interkulturelle Pädagogik. Stuttgart: UTB GmbH – Klinkhardt, 2018. 61-66. 
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attempts to find a clear definition, partly due to its interdisciplinary nature. This is partly 

because diversity approaches challenge traditional, seemingly natural concepts of order and, 

at the same time, offer new concepts of order that focus on the recognition of plurality and 

heterogeneity. Diversity should therefore be understood more as a discourse “in which the 

question of the appropriate political, legal, economic, and educational handling of social 

diversity is addressed” (Hauenschild et al. 2013, p. 16). This discourse has been triggered by 

the pluralization of “national society,” particularly as a result of migration and the 

accompanying increase in awareness of discrimination and general trends toward 

individualization. According to Wolfgang Welsch (2002, p. 5), this increase in “highly diverse 

forms of knowledge, lifestyles, and patterns of behavior” has given rise to the need for diverse 

forms of recognition. 

Resource orientation 

The term diversity has positive connotations because it emphasizes the value of plurality in 

lifestyles and needs. It refers to diversity and difference as a social resource; recognizing and 

acknowledging diversity is intended to counteract discrimination. This resource orientation is 

primarily based on two strands of discourse: The first strand can be described as utilitarian or 

affirmative. Diversity is used in the context of diversity management in business as an 

affirmative concept of corporate management to increase the efficiency and competitiveness 

of companies, particularly in the area of human resources development (Engel 2004). 

The second strand of discourse can be characterized as more normative-democratic or even 

critical of power: on the one hand, diversity is consciously considered and recognized from a 

human rights and anti-discrimination perspective, and on the other hand, it is reflected upon 

as a consequence of power structures and the associated inequalities (Nestvogel 2008, p. 23). 

Consequently, the need to develop a critical view of notions and expectations of normality 

among individuals and organizations is emphasized, as is the need to recognize processes of 

othering, to acknowledge each individual with their unique characteristics, and thus to 

counteract all forms of unequal treatment and realize equal opportunities. This line of thinking 

also reveals a normative claim. What the two strands of discourse have in common is that, 

despite all their differences, they understand diversity as a resource. This may be due, among 

other things, to the fact that diversity studies, like concepts of diversity management, 
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emerged from the struggles for recognition of various social groups based on the principle of 

equality, such as the African American civil rights movement in the US or the Women's 

Movement. 

 

Intersectionality 

Diversity and intersectionality must be viewed in close connection with one another. Diversity 

refers to the multitude of lines of difference. Intersectionality highlights the intersections and 

overlaps between these lines of difference. In particular, it is about making visible the overlap 

between different lines of difference that can reinforce or reduce discrimination (Walgenbach 

2014). This perspective was initially inspired by the Black Feminism movement in the US, 

which was the first to address “multiple experiences of discrimination” along the categories 

of race, class, and gender and, against this backdrop, also criticized the misguided 

development of equality and anti-discrimination measures (Crenshaw 1989). Diversity 

approaches that adopt an intersectional perspective, therefore, examine points of contact, 

similarities, and overlaps between different forms of discrimination (Krüger-Potratz & Lutz 

2002). In this way, they enable the analysis of the social construction of inclusion and exclusion 

along these lines of difference. 

Political and legal frameworks for diversity: Europe 

In Europe, the debate on social diversity is becoming increasingly important. 

Internationalization and globalization processes, and the migration that accompanies them, 

have contributed to lasting social pluralization and thus placed the issue of diversity on the 

political and legal agenda in Europe: in 1999, for example, the Treaty of Amsterdam (Article 

13 of the EC Treaty) came into force with a comprehensive ban on discrimination, followed in 

2000 by the adoption of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, which legally guarantees 

equality and equal treatment for all EU citizens. For Germany, the adoption of the new 

Citizenship Act in 2000, the Immigration Act of 2005, the General Equal Treatment Act (AGG) 

of 2006, and the entry into force of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

in 2009 and the accompanying shift toward inclusive concepts are noteworthy. These changes 

and the accompanying discussions set not only legal but also decisive discursive courses. At 

the same time, debates on diversity and social participation have been and continue to be 
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stimulated by social movements, similar to those in the US, such as the Women's Movement, 

the Disability Rights Movement, and the formation of People of Color. Here, the claim is made 

to speak for all racialized people, i.e., those affected by racism. In the course of these 

developments, the social movements mentioned above have produced and continue to 

produce changes in perspective, social analyses, empirical research, and theories that are 

discussed under the umbrella term “diversity studies” (Krell et al. 2007). These include gender, 

disability, queer, and postcolonial studies, as well as various strands of cultural studies. It is to 

the credit of the social movements associated with these theoretical approaches that they 

have fundamentally addressed social differences in terms of power and inequality and 

initiated research in this area (Mecheril & Plößner 2009, p. 1).  

Superdiversity 

Steven Vertovec introduced the term “superdiversity” into the debate (2007). He uses it to 

refer to the increasing complexity of overlapping forms of difference in existing forms of social 

and cultural diversity in an age of accelerated internationalization and globalization, thereby 

emphasizing that immigration is also highly heterogeneous. A wide variety of dimensions of 

difference come into play, such as migration motivation, individual educational background, 

residence status, religious affiliation, professional qualifications, relationships with the 

country of origin, and generational affiliation. In view of the increasing differentiation of 

today's societies, national and cultural affiliations have become fluid, as social situations, 

milieus, and other lines of differentiation no longer differ solely along a dividing line between 

migrant and non-migrant populations (SVR Annual Report 2010). The requirements and 

opportunities of international mobility, transnational lifestyles, and phenomena such as 

transmigration can therefore be more accurately captured by the concept of superdiversity. 

Conclusion: Diversity as a New Paradigm in Social Research 

The development and testing of intersectional research approaches and research designs 

makes it possible to sharpen our awareness of the broader contexts in which social, cultural, 

linguistic, and religious differences are produced and reproduced. Diversity approaches help 

to address individual and collective differences equally and to reflect on the specific power 

relations and inequalities that influence social distinctions and attributions. 
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Forms of migration-related diversity in particular cannot be adequately captured by simply 

distinguishing between people with and without a migration background. Describing social 

reality in a highly diversified migration society requires complex categories, such as those 

provided by diversity research. However, to the extent that “migration research becomes 

diversity research, it leaves its traditional field of study and opens up to general social 

research” (Nieswand 2007, p. 3). This suggests that diversity—at least temporarily—can be a 

new and important research paradigm in the analysis of increasingly complex societies. 
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