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What is it? 
Essentialism characterizes individuals as members 
of a group based on shared features such as 
nationality, race, ethnicity, religion, or gender, and 
assigns behaviors, qualities, and other features, in 
line with these rigid classifications. Essentialism has 
been widely used in multicultural settings for its 
ability to provide a quick, sometimes accurate 
reference point for behavior and to help people plan 
for interactions with others from other countries or 
groups. Essentialism is a tool for making immediate 
assumptions and decisions even with limited data, 
but it ignores individual capacity and diversity 
among people from the same country or group as 
well as erasing most differences across groups. It 
thus can prove to be reductionist and result in 
stereotyping based on a few predefined, often 
outdated, criteria.  

The antithesis, non-essentialism, favors a more 
flexible approach to cultural categorizations and 
calls for an understanding that culture can change 
and be utilized differently by members of the same 
cultural group (whether nation, race, ethnicity, 
religion, gender, etc.). 

Who uses the concept? 
Conflation of identity with national borders has been 
around a long time; essentialist categorizations 
have been especially popular within intercultural 
communication, where much work assumes 
nationality as the most relevant identity marker.  
The concept is still widely used in international 

business, advertising and education assuming 
cultural differences to be static. 

Fit with intercultural dialogue? 
Similar to stereotyping, essentialism influences 
cultural portrayals in a wide variety of scenarios, 
often inaccurately. In Intercultural dialogues, 
therefore, essentialist characteristics can result in 
participants accepting oversimplifications about 
likely cultural differences.  

What work remains? 
Intercultural training, advertising and International 
business still utilize essentialist principles which can 
have negative impacts on message production, 
representation and result in stereotyping. Scholars 
have therefore been advocating for essentialist 
principles, where necessary, to coexist with non-
essentialism in an attempt to balance pre-set 
notions with a willingness to learn from the groups 
who are so often categorized without their input.  
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