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As a logical consequence of the increased human mobility and the development of global 

communication media like television and internet, in recent years the world-wide existing 

different cultures are getting closer and closer in contact. But often intercultural 

communication is hindered by different ways of thinking and acting, corresponding to the 

individual cultural perception, and the basic question is how these intercultural barriers can 

be overcome in order to pursue global human and sustainable development. 

The meaning of “culture” – an intercultural approach versus a western driven 

definition 

As a first step for the conceptual and operational approaches of the “Cultures and 

Civilizations for Human Development” (CCHD) initiative and as an important basis for the 

following discussion the meaning of the phrase “culture” has to be defined or better filled 

with contents in a sufficiently general and independent way. Theoretical cultural concepts 

and their discussion should not only be based on a particular cultural point of view as for 

example the western ideas of the Age of Enlightenment and the different western 

philosophical ideas and guidelines (e.g. Voltaire, Rousseau, Kant, Herder…), otherwise they 

will not be very helpful for improving intercultural communication and for preventing 

culture-based misunderstandings or prejudices. It could be very helpful to analyse and to 

discuss theoretical cultural concepts focusing the specific understanding of “culture” from 

other cultural points of view. Already existing concepts of culture and civilization, as well as 

of society or progress are often not consistent, partially overlapping and sometimes include 

dogmatic valuing and rules of conduct - they need further discussion. For example the idea 

of progress in the western civilizations is often linked to the idea of growth (e.g. markets, 

prosperity) but sometimes the hold on of the idea of growth is counterproductive to the 

idea of sustainable development. The intrinsic cultural point of view of these concepts 

becomes particularly obvious if they are applied to other cultures and subcultures, and 

especially to less modern or less post-modern minor civilizations (not just to the western, 

chinese and islamic). 

 

 



Power, culture and education 

Another very important crucial point of the discussion should be the consolidation of power 

of elites which is fixed and transported in some cultural concepts but maybe without being 

part of the culture itself. Think for example about gender imbalance, mostly the supremacy 

of man over woman or ethnic inequality. Often it’s not a cultural concept but rather the 

unequal accession to resources like economic, social and cultural capital, also in western 

civilisations. Most of the traditional scientific cultural theories are man made, women 

argumentation and point of view is left out. Once more education is one of the key factors 

for capacity building in terms of (inter-)cultural dialogue. This analysis and discussions 

about the existence and framing of power in “culture” and “cultural concepts” would be 

very important both for the reflection of the concepts of culture and civilisation produced in 

the scientific milieu, shared by individual communities, the implications of these concepts 

to education and to the actions CCHD initiative will operate related to educational goals. 

Instead, a general concept of culture should deliver a more objective view and also should 

allow for a comparison between different cultures, especially if one of the formulated goals 

of the CCHD initiative is to identify universal shared values to pursue human and 

sustainable development.  

Criteria for comparison among cultures and critical cultural theory 

It seems that criteria for comparison among cultures and critical cultural theory are lost 

today, because the idea of culture is a very heterogeneous sometimes unseizable idea. 

“Culture” (as phrase) at first is possible in modern societies. They define and reflect 

theirselves as structural contingent. But from a structural and process-related contingency 

it is impossible to deduce timeless and placeless cultural ideals or criteria for a critical 

cultural theory. At the end “culture” seems to be the same like “society”. 

But the realization that all human beings, whether they are scientists or not, are heavily 

influenced by their culture, urges us first to reflect on ourselves and the way how our 

thinking and acting is culturally predisposed. This may lead us to the conclusion that there 

is only very few common ground between all the different cultures, which could be 

regarded as the biological properties of the human being, and which would act as an only 

very small base for intercultural communication. But nevertheless only this intensive 

reflection about our own cultural identity can enable us to understand other cultures and to 

compare them more objectively to each other and to our own one, without necessarily 

loosing our own cultural integration.  

This elevated state of knowledge about the own cultural predisposition (“cultural freedom”) 

could be the basis for a new critical cultural theory with the aim of comparing and 

validating different aspects in different cultures on an objective basis without the risk of 

being biased by a particular cultural point of view.  



First attempts could be made based on open or hidden contradictions between the 

spheres of culture and civilisation. The proposal on „culture“ that MAX WEBER (1904) gave 

will offer a more open suggestion: “culture” eyed from the point of view of a human being 

is a meaningful and significant ending phase out of the senseless endlessness of the world 

affairs. That way “culture” is the meaningful and significant part of the realness and is the 

outcome of human operation. 

In his epistemology ERNST CASSIRER (influenced by KANT) pointed out, the meaning, 

significance and the order is possible where human beings are sharing a common “world”. 

The actuality is neither fiction nor reality but charged with significance through the human 

beings, it is: cultural actuality. The most important over-individual phenomena, which 

transport sense, is a common language.  

“Reminiscence” and “Memory” as basis of “cultural identity -   

Collective memory, cultural memory and communicative memory 

Connected to this approach of a general cultural concept, which has been mentioned 

above, is the question how cultural predisposition is formed or at the end how “culture” is 

made. 

According to MAURICE HALBWACHS formation of culture is an intergenerational process, 

based on a “collective memory”. One part of this “collective memory” is called “cultural 

memory”, which is connected to symbolic, but also local common experiences and which 

is the point where culture is related to space and geography. Cultural memory is 

intergenerational because it is stored to media like books etc. over the generations, it is 

recallable and it is canonized. The other part is the “communicative memory”, which 

reflects common knowledge based on “face to face” or actual communication processes. 

The latter component of enculturation is ultimately enforced drastically by the spreading of 

mass communication media, in turn leading to a loss of “cultural memory”, because the 

time of storage for common memory is reduced and there is no canonization about the 

stored memories. 

According to the cultural studies of MAX WEBER, ERNST CASSIRER and the theory of 

collective memory of MAURICE HALBWACHS it would be possible to differentiate four types 

of culture or consciousness instead of cultures like western, chinese or Islamic etc.: 

1 Mythical Cultures 

 Cultural and civilisation sphere are compensative 

2 Traditional Cultures 

 Cultural and civilisation sphere differ gradually, but the cultural one isn’t 

 autonomous. Cultural Criticism does existing against other cultures and 

 civilisations. 

3 Modern Cultures 



 Representing the type of the european modern age. Culture and civilisation are 

 differentiated. Cultural Criticism is self reflexive existing against other cultures and 

 civilisations. Cultures out of this type are developing different strategies to 

 overcome the contradiction between culture and civilisation.  

4 Post-modern Civilisation 
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