
 

                                                  

Project Title: 

Intercultural Dialogue in Africa 

 

Project Description: 

To build greater trust and understanding between UK society and Muslim 

communities in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Learning Point: 

There can be a danger of a listening/dialogue project trying to do too much – but with 

proper institutional commitment the model has much to offer.  

Organisation:  

British Council  

Case study 

 

Approaches: 

Listening 

Themes: 

Security / Other 

Scenario: 

Intercultural Dialogue in Africa (ICDA) was conceived as a part response to perceived 

ongoing cultural friction between ‘Islam’ and ‘the West’. Researchers conducting 

British Council research among Muslim populations in 2006, for example, had found 

extensive evidence of what they described as a ‘cycle of hostility’ in relations between 

Muslims and non-Muslims. Those interviewed for the project - in Egypt, Yemen, 

Syria, the Palestinian Territories, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Western Europe and the UK – 

identified what they described as ‘mistrust, misunderstanding, polarisation and in 

some cases tension and hostility’ between Muslims and non-Muslims around the 

world. According to interviewees this ‘cycle of hostility’ was caused by a range of 

issues including: the U.S.-led invasion and occupation of Iraq, the Israeli occupation 

of the Palestinian Territories, media-fuelled mutual ‘stereotyping and 

misunderstanding’, a lack of opportunity for political participation in the Middle East, 

lack of access to information, and exposure to ‘extremist’ influences. In the most 

extreme but still common cases Muslims ‘are being led to believe that the West is 

conducting a crusade or war against Islam. They feel that they and their religion are 

under attack and they need to fight back’. ICDA sought to address this perceived 

misunderstanding in the UK-African context. 

    

 



 

                                                  

Program Activity:  

Initiated in 2008 as part of the British Council’s broader Intercultural Dialogue 

programme strand, the aim of ICDA has been to foster greater trust and understanding 

between the UK and African Muslim communities. As initially conceived, ICDA had 

four key components: a research and engagement strand; a schools strand building on 

the British Council’s Connecting Classrooms project; a volunteering project based on 

the British Council’s Global Xchange programme; and a leadership development 

programme called InterAction. The ICDA programme began with the launch of the 

research and engagement strand.  

 

As part of ICDA’s research and engagement strand, community contact groups were 

established by British Council offices in twelve sub-Saharan countries: Ethiopia, 

Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, 

Sudan, Tanzania, and Uganda. At regular meetings of these contact groups, British 

Council staff began to engage with group members on a range of issues including, 

initially, Britain’s role in the world. As a consequence of these discussions – 

timetabled to take place at least three times yearly - group responses in the form of 

qualitative data were intended to be fed back to the UK and published in a series of 

policy reports and subsequently made available to society at large, to policymakers 

and to the media. Efforts were also to be made to facilitate networking between the 

contact groups themselves. 

 

By planning to engage with contact groups and project their opinions back to the UK 

in this way, ICDA has had four key aims. These are:  

 

• to build genuine two-way dialogue between the UK and Sub-Saharan African 

Muslim communities  

• to strengthen contacts between British Council offices and Muslim 

communities across the continent (including by the creation of inter and intra-

country networks)  

• to improve UK understanding of Muslim communities in Sub-Saharan Africa 

(particularly their attitudes towards issues of interest to the British Council and 

the UK government)  

• to better inform UK government policy, as well as future British Council 

strategy and initiatives in Sub-Saharan Africa 

 

In the first few months of the project the 12 contact groups met to discuss a range of 

issues relating to ‘Britain’s role in the world’. Contact groups members were selected 

so as to represent a cross-section of their local Muslim community. In each case 

discussions were chaired by a local British Council staff member or associate. A 

series of questions were provided as a means of loosely structuring discussion around 

the initial topic of ‘Britain’s role in the world’.  Meetings were recorded using audio 

equipment and transcribed. Where discussions took place in a language other than 

English (e.g. Ethiopia, Malawi, Mozambique, Senegal), transcripts were translated 

into English. Summaries of group discussions are intended to be published – although 

a satisfactory means of doing this has yet to be defined. 



 

                                                  

Analysis:  

ICDA demonstrates that while, on the one hand, listening/dialogue projects are difficult, 

expensive and time-consuming, they can also be very constructive. Face-to-face engagement 

of this nature requires commitment but is undoubtedly valuable. Project models such as ICDA 

do exist for establishing and managing this kind of dialogical approach at the face-to-face 

level.  

 

One of the key challenges, however, remains leveraging up face-to-face contact to the 

community or societal level – ideally involving the media and broader network-building. 

Other lessons learned include that listening projects must avoid being tokenistic; cultural 

relations agencies must not be tempted to eschew genuine dialogue in favour of simply ‘being 

seen to listen’. If agencies and their staff commit themselves to such dialogue over the 

medium-term the outcomes can be mutually beneficial.  The likely impact of the project also 

relies heavily on the skill and experience of the staff doing the engaging. There is also a 

danger of trying to do too much too quickly. In the case of the ICDA research and 

engagement strand, the project tried to satisfy different, sometimes conflicting institutional 

agendas - including a conventional research agenda (attempting to generate qualitative 

research), an engagement agenda (attempting to engage new community contacts across 

Africa) and an overarching corporate agenda (attempting to define and launch a new 

programme of work). These conflicting agendas hampered the project’s impact. The project 

was further hampered by practical obstacles relating to the co-ordination of a complex project 

in twelve different countries.   

Sources and Links: 

 

For further information on the British Council’s ICD work see: 

http://www.britishcouncil.org/new/Global/intercultural_dialogue_booklet.pdf 

 

For project publications including ‘Learning to Listen: Intercultural Dialogue in 

Africa’ and ‘ICDA: Britain’s Role in the World’ see: 

www.mappamundiconsulting.com 

 

 

 

 

Case study written by – Philip Fiske de Gouveia 

 

 


