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Let me start exposing on Multiculturalism by telling you a little personal story:

When I was a child, some six years old, I asked my mother during a walk 

through my home town Bonn: “Let us act as if we were strangers”. 

And at the same time I started imitating a foreign language. 

Wasn’t that a funny idea?

 At home, we frequently had guests from Africa

who were studying in Germany. 

My parents were not afraid at all to let their young daughter 

take them out into the city, to the theatre, concerts and cinema.  

This open-mindedness of my parents was not as obvious as it seemed to me 

at the time. Later one of these African friends, who had become a surgeon, 

confessed that my parents had been unique in their tolerance 

in the Germany of the fifties and early sixties.

 As a young student I was overwhelmed by a visit to a truly cosmopolitan 

city:  London.  I stayed with a family in a small town one hour south of the 

capital, and enjoyed the vast contrast between the two worlds: 

the exciting metropolis with its international inhabitants, 

the crazy fashion and the exotic food; 

and the peaceful suburb where I practised left–hand driving with a bike.

Today, just half a century later, 

it is not unusual for members of the same family to live

not only in different cities, but countries and continents apart.  

We have long become accustomed to the fact 

that the populations of metropolises such as New York, Istanbul and Berlin, 

as well as of many smaller cities, are made up of people 

from literally all four corners of the globe.  We live and work in the places 

where our know-how and skills are needed, 

and where we are made to feel welcome.  A knowledge of both the language 

and customs of a country are necessary for skilled employment.  

Vastly different cuisines have made their way across the world:  every town has

its own kebab-shop, Italian and Chinese restaurants are everywhere. 

But is this really a multicultural society ?

The reality is not as self-evident as it might at first sound.  

It is not without reason that the Turkish Soroptimists have chosen 

the port of Izmir as venue for their 60th anniversary celebrations:

a grand city on the coast of Asia Minor, 

site of the historical Smyrna, and boasting a history of over 5000 years.

“We chose this topic because İzmir is an important city in Turkey 

where people of different religions and cultures lived together with peace, 

friendship and tolerance for ages.”  

It almost sounds as if Soroptimists have been present in Izmir 

since its foundation...

Sociology examines above all else the Cultural Politics of a country 

when talk turns to the subject of Multiculturalism.  

Advocates of multiculturalism defend the recognition and protection 

of all cultural differences present in a single city or community,

and thus in so doing reject the 'core cultural orientation' of the land 

into which immigrants should otherwise merge and adapt themselves.  

There is no place in their model even for such so-called cultural 'Melting Pots' 

as are present in the USA, as the idea of 'melting' implies in itself

that each individual culture is obliged to 'blend into' every other, 

which leads in the end to a complete cultural 'levelling'.  In contrast, 

the preservation and perpetuation of the original cultural identity 

stands at the forefront of the advocacy model: 

different ethnic and cultural groups shall continue to exist as such. 

The model is therefore based on acceptance, 

in that members of the various groups 

afford each other understanding, respect, and tolerance in a relationship 

based on the recognition of equal rights 

and without the placing of shifting demands on one group by any one other.

This approach is widely regarded today as out-of-date. 

It is said to define peoples according to their country or culture of origin

which therefore forces them into the position of social outsiders.  

However, how exactly can a multicultural society exist within which 

no 'national pressure' to assimilate to the native culture operates?  

The 'Multicultural Society' was viewed as the emancipated 

ideal during the 1980s.  Canada and the UK are often cited 

as nations with a particularly broad tolerance of cultural differences.

These two 'historical' nations of immigration control entry primarily 

with reference to the qualification level of the prospective immigrants.

Conflicts over available resources, as well as those born out of ethnic, political 

and religious differences are forcing many countries 

to rethink and further develop the concept of multiculturalism.  

The battle over the (Muslim) women's right to wear a veil 

currently raging in France and Germany, 

the assassination of Theo van Gogh in the Netherlands, 

the outrage caused by the publication of cartoons 

of the Prophet Mohammed in Denmark, 

and the atrocious murders carried out by Neo-Nazis in Germany...

these are both political as well as religious problems, 

fostered with increasing aggression by both sides, 

which increasingly give us cause for concern. 

Peoples and nations are no longer homogenous: 

modern societies are, via immigration - whether it be on economic or 

humanitarian grounds - becoming increasingly varied.

Immigration most often leads to a higher concentration 

of different ethnic groups within the larger cities, 

most often centred in poorer areas.  

Ethnic 'colonies' of immigrant groups with the same or similar cultural 

backgrounds live by and large amongst themselves, 

the opportunity and motivation to learn the language of the host country is 

therefore often absent.  

This leads, inevitably, to in the first place a  poor performance at school, 

with young people often failing to achieve the school leaver's certificate 

or to complete an apprenticeship; 

thereafter - without qualifications - to unemployment; 

thereafter to dependancy on state benefits 

and then not infrequently to a criminal career.  A tragic downward spiral, 

in the midst of which an entire generation 

stands powerless and without prospects, isolated and shut off from society: 

in short, as members of a 'parallel society' on the edge of 'society proper'.

It is unsurprising that further disintegration often follows: 

rioting as has been seen in the French Banlieues is almost to be expected.  

Violence begets violence: a problem that every immigrant can only strengthen, 

insofar as he or she consciously sets him or herself apart in a segregated community; 

the brutal parallel to the peaceful coexistence of different cultures.  

But how - to return to my opening question - can the dream of a peaceful 

coexistence of varying cultures be realised ?  

A mere co-existence - living together - does not suffice. 

What society needs, is enriched and furthered by, is a pluralistic togetherness.  

This should serve to diffuse conflicts almost before they begin,

 and, should the worst come to worst, to prevent them from escalating.

An 'enlightened Multiculturalism', or a 'Transculturalism' is needed today,

 in which the question is not so much that of the preservation 

of the individual culture(s) in question, but of diversity and plurality

in which people themselves act  

as vectors and guardians of their own cultural traditions. 

Human Rights allow in a Democracy - as well as elsewhere –

the defence and promotion of the freedom and right
 of each and every human being to live a "Human Life" 
in its fullest sense at all times and in all places. 

The limits of this are to be seen in those places where, for example, 

authoritarian or discriminatory practices 
such as domestic violence or forced marriage exist, 

or where the rights of women are viewed with contempt. 

So how can we avoid creating such ‘parallel societies’, 

or even break down those already in existence ?  

In my opinion, this can only be achieved 

through change in the politics of integration itself.  

Integration is an essential duty and challenge cutting across all levels of society.  

Both immigrants themselves and the country receiving them 

have their part to play in this: it is a longer, and occasionally arduous process, 

but a peaceful togetherness is of such worth that each and every effort made 

is worth its while.  

A prerequisite of this process is ‘education’, one of the key themes for 

Soroptimist International.

Our aims and the tasks we have set ourselves call for women 

to take a key role in the resolution and prevention of conflicts.  

We carefully monitor the socio-political trends and make ourselves aware 

of the relevant situations.  We attain positions of influence 

and make ourselves advocates for those excluded from society; 

we make ourselves active in many ways, 

both in local and international projects 

which encourage and promote Integration.

I will mention here a few examples of such projects, 

through which the integration of migrants, and with this the necessary steps 

towards transculturalism, a culture of Peace, have been achieved by means 

which are in exact correspondence with the key demands of SI.  

Soroptimists have initiated many excellent projects worldwide, 

and in several instances they have worked together 

across borders and even across continents.

Soroptimists from all levels of the movement 

network with each other and with other NGOs or local groups. 

We enjoy the highest status as NGO at the United Nations, 

we conducted high-profile advocacy during CSW in New York. 

This year’s Soroptimists’ written statement as well as the verbal statement 

delivered by our SI Assistant Programme Director Anusha Santirastipam.

 on femicide and female infanticide 

were included in the final Outcome Document of CSW.

We make our opinions and demands known at the Council of Europe in 

Strasbourg and in the OSCD in Vienna.  SOFIA, Soroptimists for Intercultural 
Exchange, is a series of projects which have been running successfully 

within Soroptimist International Germany for a number of years.

Our requirement and demand is that of 

providing suitable education and training for all women and girls 

in order that they can realise their full potential 

and bring their personal life plans to fulfilment.  

Education is the key to progress.  

Our activities range from the topic of assisting homework projects 

to facilitating the leadership qualities of women via mentoring programmes 

according to our long-range Theme: Enable Women to Lead.
Many schools, above all those in socially troubled areas, are supported by SI 

to enable them to strengthen the linguistic competence of children, 

which is so desperately necessary for them to consciously develop 

as active members of society.

We have also offered both guidance as well as the financial input needed 

to gain sufficient qualifications to earn a living.  

An income of one’s own enables an individual 

to carry out her own life plans, secures her place in the local community, 

and last but not least strengthens her own feelings of self-worth 

and with it her quality of life.
I am very proud of the Turkish Union with its wonderful projects: 

Let me name “Ballat” and its many corresponding branches of educational 

centres, cafés, restaurants, let me evoke the high amount of scholarships you  

provide and have become well-known for.
The physical and psychological health of women and children, their protection 

against violence, the fight against genital mutilation, 

the support of victims of anti-personnel mines, assistance for female victims 

and survivors of the wars in Afghanistan, Bosnia and Rwanda, 

Birthing in the Pacific, the ongoing international project to help women deliver their babies in Papua New-Guinea:  all these exemplify the focus 

which SI currently places on promoting the right of women 

to receive an appropriate level of health care and medical assistance.  

Since a healthy mind has better chances to develop within a healthy body,

the promotion of a balanced nutrition is another important theme for SI. 

 I will come back to this topic at the close of my speech.

Soroptimists commit themselves for Peace 

via the Peace Marathon held in Rwanda for nine years. 

The children involved are not only wildly enthusiastic about the event 

as it happens, 

they even look forward to it and train for the race throughout the year.

Every two years we call all clubs in SIE to hand in applications for our Peace Prize which endowed with 20,000 euros. Prize awardees were: Vera Bohle (international de-miner), Carla del Ponte (Former Chief Prosecutor at the UN-Tribunal), Valdete Idrizi (peace activist in Pristina), Silva Borren (peace activist from the Netherlands).
International understanding and friendship, mutual tolerance and respect 

form the basis for a mutually beneficial cooperation.  

Our international network, the worldwide voice for women, 

is constantly strengthened through regular meetings and events on all levels.  

The World Congress takes place every four years, 

as does the Congress of the European Federation.  

Over and above this stand the countless local or national events via which 

we make our voices  and demands heard on such topics as discrimination and 
exclusion to name but two:  Zero Tolerance !

Women shape both culture and society 

through their political and social engagement.  

We Soroptimists  feel ourselves obliged to create a world in which women 

have a role in and on all levels of society, 

take an active part in decision-making processes, 

and are given an equal place at the conference table.  

An investment in the education of women and girls is in itself insufficient, 

our efforts as Soroptimists must speak to the demands of our ten-year plan:  

“Educate To Lead.”  The goal is to bring women everywhere 

to the forefront of influence in our society.  Women and girls must therefore 

be stimulated to and supported in their taking up 

of leading positions in a tolerant world which respects each and every culture.

     As a place where tolerance is prevailing, I would like to invite you to the 20th 

     Congress of SIE which will take place in Berlin in July.  

     I have dared to take the motto “Visions of Paradise” for this congress, 

     with Soroptimists Go for Water and Food as the subtitle. 

     It signals our commitment as Soroptimists to helping to work 

     for a world without hunger. We have invited international experts to inform us 

     about the latest developments in the fields of 

     aquatic, agrarian and nutritional sciences. 
This congress will not only highlight the drastic inequalities 

in the supply and distribution of water and food 

in relation to the developing and threshold countries, 

but will also consider how obesity and unhealthy dietary habits 

increasingly affect young people in the industrialized world.  

Our Master Project focuses 

on the laying out and maintenance of school gardens, 

an initiative that has proved equally successful 

in industrialized and developing countries alike.  
Of course we also have other priorities: 

in Berlin you will be able to make new Soroptimist friendships, 

cement old ones, enjoy the entertaining and unusual aspects of Berlin

in the company of local members and join in the festivities at our gala evening. 

After it is all over, many of you will take the opportunity

of learning more about Berlin and Germany in post-conference tours 

with knowledgeable Soroptimists as your personal organisers and guides. 
Feel invited, I look forward to seeing many of you again in Berlin 

in a multicultural environment, and enjoy friendship without  borders!
Kathy Kaaf

SIE-President 2011-2013 

