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Introduction

The increasing interconnection between cultures and the accelerat-
ing process of moving cultures involve an unprecedented challenge 
to contemporary research in social and political sciences. however, in 
apparent contrast to these trends, academic mainstream knowledge 
productions continue to work in a tradition of cultural dichotomies 
reflecting a rigid classificatory approach to knowledge. as a matter 
of fact, what we see is that in an increasingly intercultural and inter-
connected world, the idea of a homogeneous and isolated culture 
becomes increasingly irrelevant. one might reason with thinkers like 
amartya Sen that there is nothing new about this process of global 
inter-culturality and inter-connectivity. according to Sen, “over thou-
sands of years, globalization has contributed to the progress of the 
world through travel, trade, migration, spread of cultural influences 
and dissemination of knowledge and understanding (including that of 
science and technology). These global interrelations have often been 
very productive in the advancement of different countries. They have 
not necessarily taken the form of increased Western influence.”1 i 
would say that Sen’s reference is more to the idea of “interculturality” 
as the coexistence of cultures. 

however, globalization opens for different cultures the wide spectrum 
of possibilities of moving in other environments. in other words, there 
is an unprecedented type of worldwide inter-connectedness that is 
realized by the impact of knowledge mobility and new technologies. 
last, but not least, one of the challenges of knowledge mobility and 
intercultural dialogue could be the rise of “uncertainty”. We are no 
more in a homogeneous, stable, localized and predictable context of 
research. actually from a research perspective, uncertainty is a highly 
significant point, because it provides an interface between particularis-
tic psychologies and cross-cultural realities.
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intercultural dialogue 
today represents an 
option for a plural 
world that would lead 
us to a new process 
of reinvention of 
knowledge

identity is thus 
understood as a 
permanent process of 
liberation that requires 
a task of constant 
discernment in the 
interior of the cultural 
universe with which 
each person identifies

Theoretical perspectives and difficulties

‘dialogue of cultures’ is a concept that is hopelessly general and varies 
hugely across systems. This observation might suggest that no neces-
sary linkages, positive or negative, can be drawn between cultures and 
a dialogue that promotes a peaceful and democratic world. but it is 
worth exploring the relationship between culture and dialogue, not least 
because so many assertions, both favourable and critical, abound in the 
public discourse about dialogue of cultures. So there is merit in shedding 
new light on this subject. it is probably a sign of the times that the issue 
of dialogue of cultures is raised again among politicians, academics and 
social actors. it goes without saying that all over the world, globaliza-
tion is bringing fundamental changes. The pace at which established 
cultures are changing as a result of the mixing of peoples and ideas, 
and flows of goods and services, means that it is not always possible to 
identify what has remained unchanged in different cultures where these 
transformations have taken place. as such, the only way for cultures 
to creatively construct a common future is to have a dialogue together 
instead of retreating into an exclusive identity paradigm or abandoning 
their cultural heritage in the face of uniformizing political and economic 
globalization. for this to be possible, two conditions must be present in 
every culture: first, a readiness to seek dialogue with other cultures, and, 
second, general agreement on the aim of constructing “common shared 
values” beyond the legitimate diversity of the cultures. That is to say, 
different cultures can see the world in very different ways while sharing 
norms that are universal. cultures with shared common values naturally 
look to the universal (and hence mutuality and solidarity), while the proc-
ess of dialogue between them thrives on diversity, and hence encourages 
difference. dialogue of cultures is a philosophical and hence an urgent 
political task for our world. Thanks to the global reach of information in 
today’s world, members of even the most traditional and isolated socie-
ties are daily exposed to different forms of ideas, institutions, moral and 
social practices, and forms of life which encourage a sense of common 
belonging to humanity and global citizenship. in other words, diversity 
has become an inescapable fact of life in our global century.

any researcher, not only a social scientist, contributes to promote respect 
for cultural diversity if he or she is interested in the major themes of 
human culture. Today, the researcher deals with an even larger and 
intercultural universe and must constantly be aware of this. in doing 
so, he/she cannot but promote respect for cultural diversity. however, 
the relations between cultures in a plural world are too complex to be 
reduced simply to the necessity for dialogue. it is the researcher’s job to 
analyze and explain this complexity, even when it does not lead to better 
relations between cultures. i believe it is clear to us that intercultural dia-
logue today represents an option for a plural world that would lead us to 
a new process of reinvention of knowledge that is reflectively conscious 
of the intercultural origins of its presuppositions.

but there are four elements which need to be taken into consideration in 
the process of intercultural construction of knowledge:

a) Identity: There is no such thing as a fixed and mono-cultural identity. 
identity is thus understood as a permanent process of liberation that 
requires a task of constant discernment in the interior of the cultural 
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There is not only a 
plurality of cultures, 
but also a plurality of 
knowledge that makes 
any mono-cultural 
temperament and 
attitude biased

universe with which each person identifies. 
b) A sense of Belonging: The culture of origin is not the individual’s 

ineluctable destiny but rather her original historical situation. The 
culture of origin is the original social-historical situation and a point 
of support for the person that situates him/her in a specific vision of 
herself, in relation to others and to the world, but does not dispense 
with the task of having to make one’s own way.

c) Respect and recognition: of cultures must be seen, therefore, as 
an ethical requirement that aims, in the final instance, to establish in 
reality the practical conditions of a research on interculturality. 

d) Narratives & stories: if intercultural dialogue is to become real 
interpersonal dialogue, stories and narratives should be an integral 
part of its discourse. This means that interculturality is a continuous 
negotiation and re-negotiation of the multiple and mutual moments 
of co-existence. 

Methodology

my work was and remains based on a pluralist perspective of cultural 
diversity. as it happens, this has gone with a challenge of the continuing 
legacy of moral monism in the contemporary process of knowledge-
making. although i have not developed this theory explicitly in my 
writings, certain central facets of it are obvious. for me, cultural plural-
ism is a necessary precondition of living in a properly self-conscious, 
self-assessed way that helps us to gain a critical distance from our initial 
cultural embeddedness. consequently, my theoretical attempt has been 
to overcome difficulties such as the accepted boundaries between ‘us’ 
and ‘them’, while rejecting epistemological monism. What forms the 
substructure of such epistemological monism is the theoretical presuppo-
sition of a unitary human culture, with which the possibility of a universal 
ideal of human development is also given. i came, therefore, to the con-
clusion that there is not only a plurality of cultures, but also a plurality of 
knowledge that makes any mono-cultural temperament and attitude 
biased. Therefore, a point of departure for an intercultural research 
project would be a plurality of worldviews that are not hermetically 
closed. as isaiah berlin points out clearly, “life may be seen through 
many windows, none of them necessarily clear or opaque, less or more 
distorting than any of the others.” changing the knowledge spaces and 
contact zones between worldviews that are already informed, shaped 
and constrained by existing textual practices that constitute a particular, 
and highly contingent, field of power relations. Thus, instead of speaking 
of ‘modernity’ in the singular, we should better speak of ‘modernity’ in 
plural. if this perspective of diversity in unity of modernity is right, then 
we can see to what extent a eurocentric model of modernity is con-
demned to fail in a multicultural world where a will to modernize is 
always accompanied by a call to difference. intercultural knowledge-
making suggests a level of ‘epistemic humility’ as the grounds for 
political and ethical intercultural projects. That is to say, dialogue is a 
reciprocal relation to the ethical as a way of relating to truthfulness. 
dialogue is, hence, a hermeneutic act of remaining true to the ethical, 
while engaging oneself to perceive the spirit of the other in a threefold 
perspective of mutuality, solidarity and hospitality. Valuing hospitality, 
mutuality and solidarity could well act as a necessary antidote to the 
endemic fears that are the result of the misperception, misunderstanding 
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The devaluation of 
the other has always 
created a sense of 
security for nations 
that remedies the fears 
brought by domestic 
violence and chaos

and stereotyping of the other. as ethical categories, solidarity, mutuality 
and hospitality embody a dialogical function, but also extend the hand 
of friendship to others as an extension to the spirit which moves within 
them. as such, any dialogue starts with a spiritual effort of openness in 
the midst of ethnic diversity and cultural plurality. The protection of 
diversity cannot be effective unless the threats of ignorance and rejection 
of the other are warded off. indeed, perpetuating harmful stereotypes 
against others has always blocked paths of dialogue in the history of 
mankind. Stereotypes are engines that drive intolerances. They proceed 
from the inexperience of the world and from underestimating other cul-
tures and civilizations. This matter has been a perennial source of debate 
since its conception. it touches all the cultures which base their judgment 
of others on a minimal or limited knowledge of them. Stereotypes are 
created when cultures look at each other without really observing and 
understanding each other. it is interesting that though people have been 
discussing prejudice for centuries, they continue to type and stereotype 
each other. They continue to perceive others not as different, but as infe-
rior in their capacity for learning, making decisions and governing 
themselves. The devaluation of the other has always created a sense of 
security for nations that remedies the fears brought by domestic violence 
and chaos. by externalizing an evil to another race, culture or religion, 
one “purifies” oneself by declaring the other “impure”. The responsibili-
ty of the evil is projected on another culture. The other, therefore, is 
perceived as a threat and as a potential enemy, who can be harmful for 
the communal unity of the nation. as the image of the enemy develops, 
the other is progressively dehumanized. all this can progress to the point 
where the enemy is perceived as literally demonic and as the incarnation 
of the evil. however, the image of the enemy tends to impoverish a 
nation’s own self-identity in that it is tempted to define itself primarily as 
the opposite of its enemy. That is, the image encourages monolithic 
rigidity, lacking in depth and complexity. as such, a universal feature of 
the enemy image is the necessity of violence against the enemy. by pro-
jecting the blame for one’s responsibilities on the enemy, one protects its 
own self-esteem from the errors and injustices that it has made. 
Therefore, the enemy phenomenon is a powerful excuse for not keeping 
in with reality. but the image of the enemy is not only very dangerous for 
dialogue between cultures, it also leads to highly negative consequences 
for the national life of cultures. Therefore, transcending the image of the 
enemy inevitably requires rising to a new level of thinking and acting 
toward the other cultures. once such a mode of thinking has been creat-
ed, there will be a desire to see everything in a light which will reinforce 
dialogue. dialogue opens the minds and ends resistance to change in 
cultures. but it also extends the scope of the debate on the idea of “cul-
ture” itself. dialogical understanding as the true matrix of hermeneutical 
encounter always generates a logic of on-going differentiation and nego-
tiation that seeks to authorize a new approach to the phenomenon of 
civilization as a process of human self-consciousness. That is to say, there 
can be no phenomenological process of civilization-making without a 
strong presence of caring for and sharing with other human beings as 
citizens of human history. however, the claim that dialogical citizenship 
rests on the authority of tradition in general denies the possibility of criti-
cal self-reflection and its ability to break with the dogmatic elements in 
every tradition of thought which works against any effort of dialogue. i 
should add that the hermeneutical understanding of traditions (both reli-
gious and cultural), inscribed in a phenomenology of dialogue, 
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each culture discovers 
itself in the other 
cultures, and the 
other cultures in 
itself by seeing at the 
same time something 
common and 
something distinct

contributes to the discovery of a common voice in different traditions of 
thinking. Therefore, even in a closed and dogmatic society where citizens 
are discriminated and divided, there is still a space for dialogue which 
could be strengthened in the absence of a culture of dialogue, by giving 
voice to elements of solidarity and togetherness which underlie the civic 
life of each tradition. as such, what can make this state of interconnect-
edness authentic and practical is neither the work of rationality, nor our 
use of language, but an empathetic perception of togetherness. in other 
words, the feeling of empathy is necessarily a matter of sharing life with 
others. it is the recognition of the fact that in the context of human life, 
certain others are similar to us as humans, though different from us as 
members of another tradition of thought. We can see from this that liv-
ing in a tradition of thought is accompanied automatically with a sense 
of shared values with other members of the same community, but it has 
also to do with what we might call a universal impulse, in the sense that 
its orientation toward its own life experience is based on the understand-
ing of other communities as different experiences of the same shared 
life. This idea of shared life binds members of different communities 
together in various ways, though this binding is not the result of a recog-
nition that other communities and cultures are, or must be like each 
other. but it goes without saying that our situatedness in a specific cul-
ture or tradition is indistinguishable from an effort to subsume one’s 
individual history into a common history of humanity. This common his-
tory stands before us as our common destiny, and through its presence 
our shared fate is called forth, put into play, discussed and revised. 
Through this give-and-take, something comes into being that had not 
existed before, and that exists as a result of this shared destiny. it is the 
coming- into-history of a human destiny that is common to us. We can 
say, then, that the discovery of a common fate is a productive result of 
the dialogical process of cultures and traditions. each culture discovers 
itself in the other cultures, and the other cultures in itself by seeing at 
the same time something common and something distinct. as such, a 
sense of solidarity is created, not only because of the awareness of simi-
larities, but also because of the dissimilarities and differences that exist 
between human cultures. in fact, dissimilarities potentially bring every 
culture to an awareness of solidarity with other cultures. This awareness 
is not only based on knowledge of the other, but also on a reciprocal 
empathy. dialogue with the other is a dialogue with the self. in other 
words, every culture sees the other culture as an event and an openness. 
The presence of the other culture is vital for creating new possibilities, 
and so a new perspective of truth is brought into being by encounters 
with the other cultures. Therefore, each culture can serve as a corrective 
to the other cultures. The solidarity that emerges from a dialogue of cul-
tures will always be accompanied with a perspective of a shared life and 
what we have in common as humans.

Originality and contribution of intercultural research

a pluralistic conception of modernity implies a plural conception of 
globality based on difference of traditions and diversity of cultures. as 
such, intercultural citizenship is a different name for the interchange of 
opinions among different cultural actors. it is this interchange that pro-
motes plurality and human solidarity. The basis for genuine intercultural-
ity, in which both cultural and individual identity is enhanced rather than 
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2. habermas, Jurgen: between facts 
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discourse Theory of law and 
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de William Rehg, cambridge: miT 
press, 1998, p.243

threatened, is a recognition of the need for, and value of ‘living together’. 
at this level, intercultural dialogue has the nature of an ethical imperative 
guided by the value of the reception of the other as a reality with whom 
one desires to share sovereignty, and with whom, consequently, one can 
share a future. Without doubt, the process of intercultural research helps 
us to discover a considerable common ground of shared values and prin-
ciples. i myself have been involved in intercultural initiatives in the indian 
Subcontinent, the middle east and europe, and the outcomes have been 
very fruitful. not only is it an educative means of eradicating stereotypes, 
it is also an effective action in order to promote shared values. but shar-
ing core values in a plural world does not mean necessarily abolishing the 
particularistic values of nations. much of the discussion on interculturality 
would go profoundly wrong when we distinguish cultures as ‘liberal’ and 
‘non-liberal’. This means that democratic cohesion needs to be built on 
a foundation of cultural diversity and intercultural knowledge empow-
erment. moreover, to argue for intercultural democratic thinking, one 
needs to take as the guiding thread a renewed analysis of democratic 
decision-making and its promise for a peaceful and sustainable future as 
a form of global maturity. Such a maturity should serve as a dual pivot: 
first, as a mechanism for linking a planetary consciousness with different 
socio-cultural actors and their democratic demands and expectations, 
and second, as a mechanism for strengthening a new political culture 
of reciprocity and responsibility which extends to the whole of human-
ity. it is important that we examine this new culture of responsibility as 
another dimension of human reflective awareness which points to what 
Jurgen habermas calls “the thrust toward moral universalism”.2 There 
has been a tendency, especially in the past 20 years, to see Western lib-
eral democratic theory as a sort of ethical absolute, capable of providing 
the only normative framework within which problems may be dealt with 
and managed. This has been conspicuous in the recent wars against the 
Taliban government in afghanistan and Saddam hussein in iraq. one 
can object to this tendency in that it ends up turning democracy into 
a fundamentalist ideology. Thus, it risks rebuilding a wall of mistrust 
between a “democratic” West and a “non-democratic” east. one point 
must be made clear beforehand. There is no such thing as a democratic 
dna which is possessed by Western nations and not by others. as such, 
it makes more sense to talk about democratic passion instead of neatly 
dividing societies into democracies and non-democracies. Surprisingly, 
what the recent popular uprisings around the middle east revealed to 
us is that the democratization process takes place at the level of civic 
actors, and not states. an effective dialogue of cultures is, therefore, an 
enriching and fruitful exploration of worldviews which defines a new 
democratic thought. as such, transforming a culture of irresponsibility 
into a culture of responsibility will help to take it out of a form of self-
isolation or of aggressive self-assertion at the expense of the surrounding 
world. This means the more demanding task of providing empathy and 
compassion, and accepting the agency of other cultures and traditions of 
thought. That is to say, only an open-ended, hospitable and empathetic 
dialogue which takes otherness (fremdheit) seriously could be a genuine 
civilizational encounter. by “civilization” we do not mean progress in sci-
ence, technology and industry, but a moral enterprise which shows to us 
the path of being human.  Today, in a time when mankind is confronted 
with a grim scenario involving clashes of national self-interest, religious 
fundamentalism and ethnic and racial prejudice, dialogue of cultures can 
be a well-trusted means of laying the groundwork for a new intercultural 
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mutually exclusive, they 
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3. Quoted in minerva #30 • may 2006, 
p.5

community. i sincerely believe that by promoting a better understanding 
of the other and by drawing on the best in human cultures, dialogue of 
cultures could help generate fresh bursts of creativity in human societies. 
looking to the other is an ongoing process of dialogue and receptive 
understanding through which we can hope to enunciate a global ethic 
of behavior for the community of humankind. Thus, the dialogue of 
cultures must take place within the deconstruction of that which justifies 
violence. Strengthening the culture of dialogue between cultures proves 
to be a most important element in combating the calamities of our 
world, in particular terrorism and religious fundamentalism. because they 
both seek to make the diversity between nations the source of conflict, 
while dialogue between cultures can help make that same diversity the 
foundation for human solidarity. Since violence and intolerance begin in 
the minds of human beings, it is in the minds of human beings that the 
idea of shared values and human solidarity must be constructed. it is not 
because of our differences that suspicion and mistrust exists between 
the peoples of the world, but because we are more conscious of our 
differences, than aware of what makes us part of the human race. This 
is what happens when difference becomes a license to kill. cultural dif-
ferences do exist, they are real, not imagined and they are part of what 
makes the human race vibrant. The idea of a common heritage and 
shared universal values among cultures could not be more timely, for 
clearly we do not live in different civilizations in the way that our ances-
tors did. We live close together, as never before, beyond old barriers and 
faced with new realities. universality and particularity are not mutually 
exclusive, they need to be balanced. but the truth is that despite our 
political and religious differences, we all have a common understanding 
of what it means to be a human being. in their deepest aspirations, all 
cultures and religions, whatever their differences, are looking towards 
the same reality, the reality whereby, according to gandhi, “all humanity 
is one undivided and indivisible family, and each one of us is responsible 
for the misdeeds of all the others.”3 Today this is the ethical foundation 
upon which a viable human civilization could be built. because no one 
culture is capable of explaining all of reality, since each culture is only a 
particular interpretation of reality which is conditioned by the social and 
historical context. but to understand the unity of mankind requires that 
we think of the paradigm of interculturality as the conditio sine qua non 
of the variety and variations of our world.
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