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Spanish Urban Interculturalism: Locally-Differentiated Dynamics of Institutional

Isomorphism and their “Backstages”

Takahiko Ueno

Hitotsubashi University

Abstract: This paper clarifies the characteristics and the dynamics of local interculturalism in Spain,
a typical latecomer receiving country of international immigrants in Europe. Building on sociological
literature of institutional isomorphism, it analyses how the intercultural policy concept was imported,
diffused and put in practice amongst various Spanish cities that differed greatly in historical and
spatial context. It applies a typological analysis to the process of policy formation in two Spanish
cities (Santa Coloma de Gramenet in Barcelona metropolitan area, and Getxo in Bilbao metropolitan
area) with contrasting socio-economic, demographic, and political conditions, yet both have their
progressive intercultural policies. At a policy level, interculturalism was incorporated into the local
policies, not in a form of coercive isomorphism from the central government, but with a combination
of the normative isomorphism brought mainly by the municipal staffs who themselves or whose
colleagues are professionals in the interculturalism (such as intercultural mediators), and the mimetic
isomorphism among the associations formed by the local residents (including immigrant collectives)
and involved in the local intercultural governance in response to uncertainties over the increase of
local diversity. At the same time, a deeper analysis of the social-movement-alike form of daily aspect
in the intercultural policies, taking an example of a typical intercultural policy/practice of the Anti-
Rumours campaign in both cities, reveals a locally-differentiated dynamics: On one hand, in the
“frontstage” of both localities, the normative isomorphism outweighs the mimetic one as the
repertoire of practice is shared and legitimised through the experts and municipal staffs. On the other
hand, in the “backstage” i.e. the preparation of the practices involving various associations, the urban
difference is reflected in the balance between normative and mimetic isomorphism: the incline
towards the latter only occurs when there are higher presence and diversity of immigrants, eventual
uncertainties therefore are more concrete and actual, and there are more experience of associative

sectors in dealing with diversity.

Keywords: Latecomerness, Interculturalism, Spain, Institutional Isomorphism,

Frontstage/Backstage
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