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It’s a great honour for me to open this conference on media and intercultural dialogue. I feel that my task here is to speak against the omnipresent pessimism that has been spreading around the world. Obviously, various identitarian or cultural exclusivist voices sound louder and louder – at least in the Western world. Religious conflicts are far from over. Therefore, an increasing number of people seem to believe that silence is the best form of intercultural dialogue and that a wall is the best way of intercultural contact. 

Absurd claims that such and such religion is incompatible with our way of life are becoming more frequent. Mass migration is presented by demagogues as a cultural issue, ignoring its structural, economic and environmental causes. And the role of the media? Allegedly, they only make all this worse. Many people say that the media only polarize cultural conflicts, exaggerate, and spread fear. I personally don´t share these views. I don´t share this blanket scepticism and pessimism. I don’t believe that the clash-of-civilisations way of thinking is inevitably becoming the fashion of the time. I firmly believe in the universalism of human values. And, of course, what I mean is genuine universalism – not its naïve ethnocentric caricature. I am convinced we can avoid sitting at separate tables – the metaphor Gabriel Almond borrowed from a famous play to describe the situation of post-war political science. How boring a party at such tables would be! Sitting just with “your own” people. Praising the achievements and values of your own civilisation. Pledging to come back to the roots. “Re-discovering” the discovered. Repeating the obligatory truths and formulas. I am sure most people actually dislike such a “museum approach” to cultures. They realise that cultural values are not like precious jewels that we display in a locked cupboard to show proudly to our foreign visitors. I believe people actually appreciate cultures and values as something real and living, something that is constantly open to reflection, rethinking and sharing. To changes and exchanges. This is how I understand, optimistically, the concept of the “post-truth era”. For me this means that we are not the prisoners of one undisputed Truth. That our truths are subject to critical evaluation. That they are in mutual dialogue.

In fact, cultures only stay real and alive thanks to intercultural dialogue. Otherwise, they become dead “museum pieces”. Our culture only exists because the other cultures exist, too. And all together, they make us richer. The way we think about other cultures actually reveals things mainly about ourselves. The questions we ask about other cultures are in fact questions about our own culture. The statements we make about other “civilisations” or religions are actually statements about ourselves. This is what culture-ban or religion-ban preachers and their followers should always keep in mind. I believe people actually understand the value of cultural variety and that the media are helping people to understand this. As humans, we have so many good instincts. For example the natural curiousness we are born with as babies. Doesn’t this help us to discover and explore? To climb over the walls to tear them down in the end? Don’t we prefer to travel to distant and different places, rather than to similar ones? Don’t we mostly love multi-colour pictures, instead of just different shades of grey? All this gives me enormous hope that inter-culturalism is not dead. That people will actually avoid the trap of objectivist bias. They will ultimately reject the essentialist approach to cultures. Simply said, that they do in the end realize that a culture is not something you can lock into a cupboard or protect by a wall. 

Thank you for your attention.  
