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International Symposium

Cultural Diversity and Transversal Values:
East-West Dialogue on Spivitual-Secular Dynamics

7-9 November 2005
Paris, UNESCO Headquarters

FINAL COMMUNIQUE

In conjunction with UNESCOQO's sixtieth anniversary, an interna-
tional symposium entitled “Cultural Diversity and Transversal
Values: East-West Dialogue on Spiritual-Secular Dynamics” took
place at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris from 7 to 9 November
2005.

This symposium was coordinated by the Social and Human
Sciences Sector (Philosophy and Human Sciences Section) and the
Culture Sector (Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural
Dialogue) at UNESCO in cooperation with seven institutions: the
International Research Center for Japanese Studies and the
Research Center for Moral Science (Japan) under the impetus of
Eiji Hattori, Deputy Director at the Research Center for Moral
Science and Chargé de mission to the Office of the Director-
General of UNESCQ, the French National Commission for UNES-
CO, the International Council for Philosophy and Humanistic
Studies (ICPHS}, the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, the In-
stitut National des Langues et Civilisations Crientales (INALCQO)
and the International Society for the Comparative Study of Civili-
zations (ISCSC). Additional assistance was provided by the
Permanent Delegation of Japan to UNESCO, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of Japan, the Japan Foundation and the Japanese
National Commission for UNESCO. The symposium was inaugur-
ated by Mr Koichiro Matsuura, Director-General of UNESCO.

Coming fifty years after the launching of the “major project on
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the mutual appreciation of East-West cultural values” (1957-1966)
and twenty years after the “Silk Road” project, this symposium
aimed at highlighting the richness and fragility of cultural diversity
in its various expressions, particularly in Europe and Asia, while
also recalling the common values capable of bringing together
these two distinct geocultural areas. Researchers from various
fields and cultures were able to share their experiences and view-
points in relation to five themes: (1) The East-West Encounter in
History; (2} Mediators and Means of Dlalogue (3) Cultural Diver-
sity and Plurality of Values; (4) The Impact of Modernity on the
Transfer of Cultures: and (5) Transversal Values in a Diverse
World.

From the outset, this undertaking ran the obvious risk of being
unable to explore each of these themes in depth, given the limita-
tions inherent in such interdisciplinary exercises and the usual time
constraints. Nevertheless, this meeting proved to be very produc-
tive: indeed the participants were able to distinguish new lines of
investigation, a blend of fundamental debates, either recurrent or
new, which more than ever before concern UNESCOQ, as the sole
agency in the UN system responsible for culture.

The participants suggested new avenues of dialogue allowing
for a renewal of the flow of ideas and cultures that influence ways
of being and thinking in contemporary societies. Special emphasis
was placed on the notions of temporality and spirituality under-
lying this age-old dialogue forged from ruptures and continuations.
Indeed, considering the spiritual-secular tensions at the heart of
many global conflicts, we are compelled to question how transver-
sal, rather than universal, values can lead to mutual learning.
These transversal values thus serve to bridge distant cultural
horizons in addition to providing a possible basis for dialogue and
understanding between societies with diverse cultural heritages.
Transversal values are those that are shared by two or several
cultures as, for example, universal education and the aspiration
towards the primordial “sacred”, which extends well beyond spe-
cific religious expressions. Other values were examined from the
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perspective of Japanese philosophical language. Among them, the
concept of “Wa”, which can be translated as “harmony among
differences” but also “peace based on reconciliation”, and “Wa
shite Do zezu”, a term referring to the state of being in harmony
without assimilation. All of these values belong to the common
heritage of humanity.

By addressing this question in such terms and at the present
time, we are contributing towards creating a global environment of
mutual respect among peoples of different cultures and civiliza-
tions.

The following ideas, leading to concrete action, emerged in a
particularly striking manner:

—cultural diversity constitutes the raw material necessary for
genuine dialogue. Without this fundamental prerequisite, so cru-
cial to any exchange between peoples, cultures and civilizations, no
attempt at international cooperation and mutual understanding is
possible. In this context, encounters between civilizations occur
through time and particularly over long periods, Civilizations do
not clash; instead it is the "ignorance of civilizations” that can lead
to conflict. For instance, an examination of founding myths, often
considered to be graved in stone, demonstrates that they owe much
to the exchanges and common aspirations of humanity. Similarly,
science, which was long considered incompatible with religion and
spirituality, proved, on the basis of theories put forward in the
twentieth century, the existence of an unknown omnipresent zone
or factors that influence the concepts of nature, the human being
and the latter’s role in nature. This notion of an unknown zone or
factors constitutes a common foundation for two manifestations of
the thought process, namely science and the intangible spiritual
dimension: at this point a dialogue between the two can begin.

—Dialogue, a means of verifying the validity of an idea shared
by two or more people willing to confront their logical systems, is
a difficult undertaking because the speaker runs the risk of witness-
ing his ideas transformed. Dialogue becomes an ever-evolving
means of reviving the thought process, calling into question convic-
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tions and progressing from discovery to discovery. Therefore we
should reaffirm the merits of dialogue as an exercise in displace-
ment, confrontation, testing and transformation. The emphasis
should be placed on dialogue’s remedial powers as a means of
decentring and stepping outside of one’s cultural origins so as to
plunge into a transversal dimension. In this way, we may go from
a “dialogue of civilizations” to a “civilization of dialogue”.

—Cultural transfers most often take place in a given context
according to real or created needs. Modernity, understood as the
critical integration of outside cultures, has been associated very
often with the notion of these transfers. In this way, a “cultural
synthesis” between cultures and civilizations develop. In this
regard, the role of languages and translation has been strongly
reaffirmed. It is therefore necessary to define the conditions and
means of dialogue so that encounters and exchanges may be
productive. In this context, the importance of mediators in cultural
transfers becomes evident: the mediator transports and transforms
components that evolve as they are borrowed.

—the concept of “Roads” as the ideal platforms for dialogue—
enriched by UNESCO’s long experience—offers not only a history
and roadmap of intercultural dialogue over the centuries; it also
contributes to our thinking about the future: the somewhat forgot-
ten encounters and interactions serve to illustrate that the inter-
cultural processes in question existed long before the current
debate.

—nomadism, taken literally and metaphorically, offers a new
line of thinking, owing to its similarities with the complex and
scattered nature of cultural exchanges resulting from globalization:
nomadism is characterized not so much by the need to perpetually
move but rather by a predominant dispersion as opposed to agricul-
tural exploitation and accumulation. This dispersion forces
nomadic peoples to create a network of solidarity and constant
exchange, which, rather than uprooting and isolating them from
their homelands, enables them to continuously re-appropriate their
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lands. It is all the more crucial to consider the uniqueness of
places and environments at the present time when globalization
increases the risks of cultural standardization as well as the risks
of an overall uprooting of ¢ivilization from its natural foundation:
Earth. Similarly, the attachment to one’s original culture is enri-
ched from contacts with other cultures, which ensure culture's
lasting vitality and prevent it from attaining a state of disastrous
sclerosis.

—the “civilization based on beauty” and the aesthetic field were
regarded as a promising axis that would make it possible to break
the deadlock on certain issues or to exploit the discourse on the
“good” and the “true” upheld by ideological presuppositions. In
the context of the current crisis of doctrines founded on the con-
cepts of “good” and “truth”, beauty appears to offer a means of
going beyond axiological views. Owing to their sensitive and
transferable nature, beauty and the aesthetic sphere seem to offer
the most fertile domain for cultural exchanges, which have been
intensified by the accelerated pace of globalization, This has been
demonstrated by the recent adoption of the Convention for the
Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions.

Human existence must be reconsidered beyond the limitations
of the medern individual: according to the paradigm of “Being
toward life”, existence is conveyed towards the future by virtue of
its transversal and social dialogic dimension, which also obliges it
to sustain life cycles within the biosphere.



