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The Other Voice.}

By
Felix Wilfred

during the Second
of the European Society for Catholic Theology, Edmund
when
he heard that I was to respond to the paper of Robert
Arens,
Schreiter at this symposium in Frankfurt, remarked to me: "It is not
easy to critique Schreiter". I nodded in approval. I do not know
what made Arens to make that remark. My reasons for endorsing
his view were two: First of all, Schreiter generally casts his net

During
Congress

wide,

to

an

informal conversation at table

include

in

his

treatment

the

various

aspects and

question he handles.' Secondly, he expresses his
views with moderation and circumscription. The result is that the
critic is generally left with no handle of omission or exaggeration
to steer his arguments!
dimensions of the

With great interest and much attention, therefore, I read the
present paper of Schreiter, so dense and coherent. At the first

reading, everything seemed quite clear, and I started jotting down
some points of criticism. At the second reading, I must say that I
was thoroughly confused. Third and fourth reading convinced me
that his views of things and assumptions are so different from my
vision of things that it may not serve any useful purpose to enter
into the exercise of responding point by point to Schreiter's
thoughts and arguments. I have, instead, chosen to write a brief
presentation, which as a whole, will be a critique of the vision
behind Schreiter's paper and its many assumptions, as well as his
application of semiotic-linguistic model.
In the first place, I want to make clear an important point of
methodology in my presentation. My reflections are made from a
Third World perspective of the local, the contextual, the cultural. It
is from this standpoint that I try to look at the cluster of issues
associated with the concepts of globalisation, contextuality,
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culture, tradition, intercultural communication and so on. I say this
because, the paper of Schreiter appears to speak of these issues
assumed

of

neutrality

equidistant from
which,
effect,
polarities,
standpoint from the
perspective of the global and the phenomenon of globalisation.
The first part in this essay will take up the issue of globalisation,
from

an

position
in

but

and conclude with

some

treatment of the second

and

turns out to be

a

basic statements. That will take

part

on

the

dynamics

us

to the

of cultures and

tradition, and in the third and final part, I intend to reflect, in the
light of the first two parts, on the conditions and prospects of
intercultural communication in
Globalisation

our

present world-situation.

the Pinnacle

of Imperialism
may
argue
following manner: Something
unprecedented is taking place today. The process of globalisation
sweeps the whole world; it is being turned into a "global village".
In the face of this wave of globalisation, the cultures and traditions
of peoples cannot resist. Hence, the questions could be how can
these cultures and traditions be integrated within the "mainstream"
constituted by the process of globalisation; how can there be
integration of local and global; how within the framework provided
by globalisation could inter-cultural communication take place
today? If any local culture or people fail to get integrated to this
all-embracing process, it will be left behind, suffer isolation and
stay in its "primitivism".
This way of thinking which is becoming common today to say
the least, appears to me [0 be too simplistic. Such a picture of the
current state of affairs in our world takes for granted many things.
It does not care to investigate the content, process and dynamics of
globalisation and what lurks behind it.
In the first place, we need to ask whether globalisation is that
as

in

One

the

-

-

is made out and whether it represents almost a rupture
from the past history. My answer is a definite no. Present-day

"new"

as

globalisation
hundred

is but

years,'

a

continuation of

the tradition of

long
imperialism.
a

tradition of

over

Globalisation is

five

only
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expression of this uninterrupted history of
subjugation of peoples, nations and cultures
conquistadors and colonisers. It is a tradition of

phase

and

domination and

through the
political, economic

and cultural domination of

some

nations

over

others.

Imperialism has
everything, which
presented itself as

in it this attraction that it purports to unite
scattered, disparate and chaotic. Colonialism

are
a

movement of

cultural and economic. But

and

know the

integration political,
exploitation to which the
-

subjected, and the devastation it left
behind. In this "imperium sine fine" (Virgil), globalisation
represents the pinnacle. It is a respectful self-designation of
imperialism in our times, which is poised to outdo the devastations

peoples

of its

and nations

we

unity

own

were

earlier incarnations.

thing we need to
operated by the wind
One

realise is that the mill of
of trans-national

globalisation is
capitalism. This wind

wills", and operates above and across all national
borders. It is transcending even the phase of productive capitalism
"blows where it

and

is

truly finance capitalism.
Commodities and services are exchanged to create same patterns of
consumption and way of life. The main players in this
globalisation, without doubt, are the multinational corporations
(MN Cs) which have created transnationalization of production and
a global market.' It has become difficult, for example, to assign
today many products to anyone single country., That makes
meaningful a question like whether Honda isa Japanese car?

becoming

more

and

more

Some models of the Honda automobiles

Japan

are

designed

in

and assembled in the United States with American

labour and with parts manufactured in Europe, the U.S. and
Japan. Is this Honda a Japanese car? In truth, it's a global

coming from a Japanese company, which has become a
global company. The rise of global marketing has come
from the global expansion of multinational companies like

car

Honda.'
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dynamics

of

globalisation

without

another very important component the role of the fast expanding
electronic media. It is very essential for the global market to get
-

across

and

countries and nations to create

exciting

a

network of communication

advertisement to sell the various commodities. The

media itself is

a

huge

business

enterprise

involved in

an

industry

of

invading every nook and comer of the globe.
Globalisation is then a technocratic process, which revolves

culture

around finance, market and technology working in collaboration. It
would be an insult to the noble ideal of the unity of the human

family, if market-based globalisation
Unity of our world is a much more

replace it.
goal to
achieve. And yet, we could be deluded to believe that through this
maya of globalisation we have arrived at this goal. It is important
to realise that the fact that we can communicate instantaneously
were

made out to

serious and arduous

'with different parts of the world does not make our world one. In
fact, when we are exposed to scenes of affluence in one part of the

simultaneously see the misery and squalor in another
part, the euphoria of one world fades into insignificance to give
rise to the disturbing question: Are we all really in the same
world?" This "holy cow" of globalisation yields its milk to some,
and denies it to millions, creating a world of division than unity.
Similarly, the fact that the same commodities are accessible
across national borders is no proof for the unity of the world. If
Parisian perfume can be bought in Bombay airport, and Brazilian
coffee can be enjoyed in a Roman cafeteria, or Tanzanian cashews
can be relished on a Lufthansa flight, this does not mean that the
world has become one. It only means that commodities are
globalised, and there are invisible hands, which reap a rich harvest
world and

from it.

globalisation is part of a long tradition
the tradition of imperialism and the culture of domination. As a
tradition and as a peculiar culture, I think the semiotic-linguistic
model can be applied as well to globalisation.' This will help us to
I observed earlier how

-
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relationship

between

globalisation and cultures.
According to the well-known distinction of De Saussure, langue
refers to the aspect of language in so far as it is and it functions as a
system, whereas parole is that by which an individual or a group
8
expresses availing itself of the potentialities of the langue.
Globalisation has, as in language, a systematic aspect, which
makes its different parts
the economic, political, cultural, etc.
interdependent. Employing the Saussurean distinction, I think we
can
say, that the transnational capitalism is the langue of
globalisation, and it has its concrete expression and variation in the
parole in different parts of the world. What is happening in the
name of new economic policies in different countries of the Third
World like India is difficult to interpret without the langue of
transnational capitalism as a system. This "language speaks"
(Heidegger) through the parole of the local elites. Or, to employ
Chomskian categories," the transnational capitalism with all its
interdependent forces of market, technology, etc. would constitute
the "competence" which is put to use in different parts of the world
through the ''performance'' of individuals and groups.
A culture or tradition has its own liminal questions! when it
meets with something new or different, it tries to retrieve through
memory the stored data, and tries to integrate the new within its
semiotic-linguistic system." This is very true of globalisation, I_n
its general sweep, if globalisation meets with other cultures, it
-

-

__

makes them part of its own system, which in effect means it
commodifies the cultures of the people, pulling them out of their

origin and context. I t
history of domination,

is aided in this process by the imperial
from which through memory it retrieves

what

now

is

necessary

for

control.

11

Not

surprisingly,

instrumentalization of culture for sale of commodities, or as exotic
pieces for entertainment is something, which we are sadly assisting

today. By such
and identity.

processes,

globalisation

reinforces its

own

tradition
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Globalisation

undergirded by the prevailing form of capitalism is
change. Instead, it tries to convert everything in its
image and likeness, and serves them for consolidating the system.
Anything that does not mirror itself and its concerns are stoutly
not amenable to

resisted. Conformism to the system becomes the supreme norm,
and no voice of dissent is tolerated. It thus benumbs all critical
sense.

Globalisation has

ingrained

in it

dogmatic

and

ideological

characteristics. The most insidious aspect of it is the fact that it
presents itself as the only way, and appears to claim that outside its

pale

there is

destruction,

salvation for the world, but only hell-fire of
the limbo of "primitivism"." One cannot but be

no

or

by a certain parallelism it bears with the Judeo-Christian
religious tradition and its dogmas.
Within this system, there is hardly any room for plurality. In this
respect, I think it is important to differentiate between the process
of globalisation and modernisation. This latter concept does not
necessarily imply absence of pluralism; there is a little more
openness in this regard. In fact, if we understand by modernity
science, technology, fast means of communication, new modes of
governance, system of education, etc., it is possible for the
different peoples and cultures to appropriate in their own culture
specific ways the benefits and advantages these offer, and enhance
through their experiences the nature and quality of modernisation."
In fact, this has been happening in many societies in the Third
World. In this sense, a plurality of being modern has been
emerging. In its universal sweep, globalisation, on the other hand,
seems to leave little room for any such thing. This is so because, at
struck

of it, contrary to all appearances, a process of
centralisation is at work. In earlier forms of imperialism these

the

heart

centres of control

there

has

taken

geopolitically located.
place a development in

could be

territorialization, in such
is

a

operative everywhere
geographical confines.

way that this

without

In

globalisation,

terms

of

de

highly centralised system
being bound to national or
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the aspect of
of pluralism

sense

vehemently.

The enemy

in the vilest forms and in darkest colours. The threat

to the consortium of advanced

capitalist countries could be, for
example, the "illegal immigrants" storming at the portals of
"fortress Europe", it could be Islam
with haunting memories of
Crusades or it could be the challenges posed by the cultures and
traditions of Third World peoples.
To sum up, globalisation does not represent a break with the past,
but rather a continuation of the history of imperialism. The
linchpin of globalisation is transnational capital and market. As a
system with interdependent elements, the semiotic-linguistic model
could be applied to explain its nature and operation. As intolerant
and not amenable to pluralism, this system demands conformism,
and resists challenges by proj ecting in bad light the enemies of the
-

-

system.

Dynamics of Cultures
so far, enables us to view in a better light
the
relationship between globalisation and cultures or
contextuality. What has been said makes it clear why we cannot do
this exercise with unexamined assumptions about globalisation.
Specially, the unmasking of its nature as part of a tradition the
tradition of domination and imperialism is important since, in this
way, we are faced, ultimately, not so much with the question of
relating something totally new with old traditions and cultures, but
of relating one particular tradition, albeit in its new garb of
globalisation, with other cultures and traditions."
Globalisation and the

The reflections made

-

-

In this second part, I shall take up for our reflection the dynamics
of cultures. Obviously, I do not have the intention of presenting an

question. Nor is it necessary here. I shall
limit myself, then, to highlighting certain aspects and dimensions,
which, I consider, are very important to relate the tradition of
globalisation with the cultures of peoples and nations.
exhaustive account of the
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quite appropriately and ably applied the semiotic
linguistic model to the analysis of traditions and cultures. They are,
by and large, valid. But I think there are certain other aspects from
semiotics and linguistics which we can avail ourselves to gain new
perspectives on cultures.
The distinction between- synchronic and diachronic in the study
of linguistics offers a good lead." A language can be studied in its
synchronic aspect, namely in its present state, by concentrating on
the inner and interdependent relationship of its various units and
parts, be it in its surface structure or deep structure. As De
Saussure put it, "being simple expression of an existing
arrangement, the synchronic law reports a state of affairs; it is like
a law that states that trees in a certain orchard are arranged in the
shape of quincunx" .16 The diachronic relates to the continuous
evolution of a language through many stages and states in its
Schreiter has

semantic

morphological,
diachronic

its

we

do not have

and
a

other

proper

dimensions.

understanding

'Without

of a

the

language

in

depth.

particularly highlight here is the relevance of the
diachronic dimension of language in its application to culture. Like
language, culture too has a story of its making before it came to
acquire a particular state in a definite point of time. There is a
What I want to

historical evolution of

a

culture. There

are

contributed to the diachronic evolution of

shape,

a

culture

can

hardly

forces and factors that

culture. In its present
be traced back to a single origin. Most
a

cultures in their present form have been the result of confluence of
J7
The various cultures of the Indic
many peoples and races.

.

civilisation, for example, resulted through the mixture and
mingling of so diverse races as proto-Australoids, the Paleo
Mediterranean and the various groups of people having "Aryan" as
18
their linguistic commonality.
We should not forget the fact that there was a great mobility of
population and waves of migrations from one region to another,
and this includes even the history of Island cultures. This meeting
of peoples sometimes in peace and understanding, and other times
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'

another; large scale migrations and

flourishing trades these are-very important ingredients to identify
shape of a culture in its present form. Only a diachronic study
of culture can lay bare the various historical and ethnic layers a
culture embodies,
There is yet another important linguistic insight, which can
enlighten our question, specially, the relationship among cultures.
A distinction is made between the syntagmatic and paradigmatic
19
aspects.
Syntagmatic refers to the relationship, for. e�ampIe,-
within a sentence among the various parts of speech
noun,
each
unit
which
of
present in
pronoun, verb, adjective, adverb, etc.,
the sentence receives its meaning in relationship to other words in
the same sentence. Paradigmatic is that through which the various
parts of speech are in relationship with its other associates, which
-

the

_

-

are

present in the sentence', and yet the semantics of .it will

not

depend

on

sentence like "He

of

speech

take, for example, a simple
his home", the meaning of each part

this association. Let

as

runs

well

as

fast to

us

the whole sentence

acquires meaning by

contradistinction with other words of the

same

nature.

In this

example, "he" acquires its meaning in that it is contra
distinguished from its co-relates which are other pronouns SJIch as
"she", "it", "they". The same thing can be said of other words in
the above sentence.

_-Now, every culture stands in a paradigmatic relationship to other
cultures. A culture has its difference, its identity which singles it
out from others, and yet this specific identity to be as such calls for
relationship with other cultures, and this association with other
cultures is a necessary part of'the very intelligibility of the identity
of that

particuiar culture.

I think

a

detailed diachronic

study of any

culture win reveal that historically the construction of cultural
identity has not been a matter of isolation in which case that
-

culture would not have survived

shifting
What

-

but

a

constant

.changing

and

of self-description in relation to other cultures.
we

have reflected above indicates that the

between globalisation and cultures is

not to be

relationship
projected as a
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storming the self-enclosed and stagnant
enveloping them in a homogeneous world.

force

dynamic

a

-

'cultures out there and

dynamics of cultures as revealed in their diachronic and
syntagmatic dimension will continue, and it will be the case even
in its relationship with the forces of globalisation. We shall say
The

about it in the third part.
Now, these cultures and traditions in their

more

have great
generative potential for new forms, and energy for fresh historical
interventions. Understandably, things may appear very different for

those

viewing

cultures from

dynamics

imperialist perspective
current global version. But the
an

-

be it in its

colonial version, or in its
fact is that
and
traditions
have
been
in
an
irresistible
cases
many
cultures
force challenging colonial and hegemonic powers. If colonialism is

these

illegal and forced occupation of alien lands for
economic exploitation via cultural and political domination, the
force to change this state of affairs came from the cultures, as was
evidenced in the national struggles for independence. For the
colonial and global mind-set all this may appear as "ethnification''
or as resurgence of obscurantist forces. That kind of labelling is
understandable in a situation of being seriously challenged. The
present-day transitional capitalism in its garb of globalisation may
not succeed to wipe out the inexhaustible sources of energy and
vibrancy of cultures, which offer much for renewal and
ultimately

the

transformation of our world.
It is

illusory to

believe that the

and market will

globalised

transnational

capitalism

time-tested civilisation like those of India

replace
variety of cultures, which continue to interact
with new forces as they did in the past. Through this process, they
continue to redefine themselves and grow by transforming the new
and China with their

elements

as

part of themselves.

20

Since there is, as I observed earlier, a parallel between language
and culture, I may refer here that over two hundred years of
uninterrupted British rule did not succeed to replace the Indian

languages.
additional

happened was that many people learned
language English coming from another part of
What

-

-

an

the
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world and civilisation. To suggest that the globalised transnational
capitalism and its sub-cultural manifestations will run over the
cultures will be
or

as

realistic

Tamil and Mandarin will

as

to believe that Flemish and

disappear

from

our

earth

once

French,
and for

all.

Evidently,

there is the

phenomenon

of

immigrants moving

from

part of the world to another, and entering into interaction with
peoples from other racial, linguistic and cultural backgrounds. In
one

some

countries, this could be

concern.

This multicultural

a

very

important present-day

situation and the mutual cultural

interaction need to be studied; also with the help of the history of
immigration of peoples and the ways they

the movement and

communicated

mutually influenced. This phenomenon,
however, would not call for defining cultures themselves as de
territorial entities and dissociated from the geographical and
historical matrix from which they grew. There are and there will
continue to be immigrants from Asia, for example, into other parts
of the world. This need not be exaggerated. In any case, it can be
only a simple figment of imagination to think that over one billion
Chinese and over eight hundred and fifty million Indians will be on
their feet, moving elsewhere!
The proposal of a de-territorialized concept of culture explains
itself seen from the perspective of globalisation. For these cultures
uprooted from their context could be turned into museum places
and

and exotic elements within the mono-cultural world, transnational
capitalism projects to create. But, roots and contexts are very

essential

in

the

flourishing of cultures, The physical and
geographical peculiarities very much determine the configuration
of a culture and its expressions, and go to become part of its
spiritual fabric. Trying to undo the linkage of cultures with the
territory and context is to suck the vital sap out of them, and to
disable their creative forces.
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The Future

of Inter-cultural Encounter
In this last and concluding part, let me make
reflections, in the light of the forgoing discussions, on

some

the

brief

shape

of

future inter-cultural encounter.
The future

unity of the human family cannot be achieved through
mere economic project, or through the creation of a culturally
homogenous world, however impressive these may be. This kind
of world is the creation of vested interests for whom
this

kind

means

Globalisation
with its

can

better
create

prospect

only

an

for

market

one

and

world of

money."

"administered world'

(Adorno),
can
unity
begin

exigencies. The movement towards
only where people become subjects in this process, and not
engineered by economic and cultural mechanisms as in
globalisation. The subjecthood of peoples is the foundation for the
emergence of unity, and the unity built upon this foundation will
necessarily be also a communion in plurality and diversity. Not
long ago, we still spoke meaningfully about inter-national, inter
regional, inter-continental, etc. Implicit in "inter" was the
consciousness of the subjecthood of peoples, nations and cultures
and the' relationships among them. But that discourse is today
being, unfortunately, replaced by the talk of globalisation which
sounds like a mechanistic process, as if it were something just
happening out there. And this process has as its ineluctable logic
the homogenisation of the globe.
If the unity of the world has to emerge from the subjecthood of
peoples, then in this process, encounter and dialogue become very
important. Unlike globalisation, which is pre-planned and
calculated, dialogue has always new discoveries and surprises
which spring from the richness of mutual encounter of peoples,
own

communities and cultures. There needs to be

a

certain climate and

certain conditions for this inter-cultural encounter to take
Much has been

done

dialogue." Many

of the

in

this

line

place."

regards inter-religious
insights, which have evolved from actual
practice of inter-religious dialogue, are applicable as well to inter
as

cultural encounters. I need not to go into them in detail here.
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to

two

observations.
First of all, one may wonder whether globalisation can contribute
anything towards this movement of unity through dialogue and
do very little. One
of the basic reasons is the fact that, unlike in dialogue, where
recognition of the equality of partners is required, globalisation
inter-cultural encounters.

operates

on

the

basis

asymmetry in power
controlled

by

Unfortunately,

it

of

inequality.
relationship, in as

can

There

much

is
as

basically an
this project is

the consortium of advanced industrialised

and the weaker

ones

are,

so

to say, carried on its

nations,
shoulders, only

then to be forced to draw water and hew wood for the maintenance

global system. It is a globalisation among unequal partners,
which as history and experience demonstrate, go ultimately to
create the one world in the image of the powerful.
A second observation concerns the semiotic-linguistic model.
This model, as we saw, has the potential to enlighten many aspects
of the nature of a culture and its dynamics. But it has also its
in terms
limitations
of enlightening
the
human, inter
and
a
communitarian
inter-cultural encounters. As
human reality,
inter-cultural communication is more than decoding a message
from one cultural system and encoding it in another system of
symbols, and all the tools and expertise required for such an
operation. However, within the larger framework and spirit of
dialogue, the semiotic-linguistic model could become a very
helpful element..
The unity we envisage, undoubtedly, requires dialogic encounter
of cultures. But then this process of unity through dialogue is not
without struggles and conflicts. There is the danger that one
understands too quickly other cultures. This is true in the erstwhile
imperial period of colonialism as much as in the latest phase of
globalisation. Any amount of scholarship and collection of
of the

information do not make up for an intercommunication among
peoples of different cultures, interacting with one another as

subjects.

The

enterprise

of Orientalism,

as

Edward Said has

so

well
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demonstrated, in spite of its encyclopaedic knowledge about
.

a people but a
meeting
knowledge about them." Encountering and dialoguing require that
one has to struggle through and confront the worldview, dominant
values and fundamental symbols of one's own culture to be able to

cultures

was

not

with the soul of

a

understand those of another culture.

dialogue takes place in a very meaningful and
effective way when people facing some common human issues in
different parts of the world meet and exchange their experiences. In
this sense, happily, today we assist at stirrings at the grassroots
level in different parts of the world. Be it the question of justice
and human rights, women's issues, or ecological sanity, creative
and original perspectives are emerging from peoples of different
backgrounds who are supported from the resources of their rich
cultural traditions. I think in terms of magnitude, these stirrings at
the grassroots and emerging networking among them is no less
impressive than the globalisation the transnational capitalism is
trying to impose. This growing dialogic communication among
peoples of different cultural roots and heritage with all their
The inter-cultural

richness augurs well for a different world and alternative type of
humane unity. Its strength lies in its faith in the subjecthood of

peoples

and in its

said,

for

pluralism.
also, finally, the necessity of an
theory for enlightening the inter

respectfulness

From what has been

follows

appropriate methodology

and

cultural encounter.

as can

thus

These,

cannot be

be inferred from

our

reflections

far,
simply formalistic and technical one, or a
clearly chalked out ready-made path." Any theorising in .this

regard has

a

to start from micro-studies on the

experience of coneretc
encounters of cultures
both in present times and in history. These
micro field-studies will open up new avenues and unsuspected
insights for a meaningful theoretical study of inter-cultural
dialogue.
-
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1

Some Reflections in response to the paper of R. Schreiter, presented at the
Symposium of "Theologie Interkulturelle" Frankfurt a. M., November 9 11,
-

1995.
2

For

his

example,

work, Constructing Local Theologies, SCM Press, London

1985.
3

Oommen, "Globalisation and structural change: Historicity and
implications", in Religion and Society, vol. 41, (1994), No.2, pp. 16-22.
4
Cf. C. T. Kurien, Global Capitalism and the Indian Economy Orient Longman,
Cf. T.

K.

Delhi 1994.
5

The Economic Times, Calcutta, April 11, 1994. Quoted in Ajit Roy, "Civil
Society and Nation State in context of Globalisation", in Economic and Political
5

12, 1995, p.2006.
expand and get globalised is inherent in market capitalism.
True, it tries to integrate within its ambit ever more people and institutions. But,
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The

expression

"inter-cultural communication" sounds

as

something formal

and technical. One may study, for example, howa German businessman and a
Japanese businessman from different cultural backgrounds may communicate
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and transact business, without falling into misunderstanding. Some of these
techniques may be of help. (Writings like those of Edward T. Hall may be
recalled here: The Silent Language, New York: Doubleday & Co, 1966; Beyond
Culture, New York: Doubleday & Co, 1976; The Dance of Life: The other
Dimension

of Time,

New York

1983).

I think such technical

aspects of inter

cultural communication and its anatomy will have their value to the extent they
are attuned to the more vital and fundamental question of inter-cultural dialogue

recognises the subjecthood of the partners involved,
being different is not a hindrance but an enrichment.

which
their

and believes that

