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Introduction

I too think that “since wars begin in the minds of men, it

is in the minds of men that the defences of peace must be

constructed,”2 and “a peace based exclusively upon the po-

litical and economic arrangements of governments would

not be a peace which could secure the unanimous, lasting

and sincere support of the peoples of the world, the peace

must therefore be founded, if it is not to fail, upon the intel-

lectual and moral solidarity of mankind.”3

To fulfill this sacred mission we must first create faith

in its ideals in mankind, as otherwise we are ultimately

bound to fail. To provide ourselves with one necessary con-

dition for the formation of such a conviction, I find it appro-

priate to start with the methodic rule: “Prescribe for the

people on the basis which they prescribe for themselves.”4

Although this jurisprudential rule–which is based on a

hadith–was developed in the domain of Islamic Law, the

rationale behind it is so strong and clear that, I believe, its

methodic extrapolation is also applicable in the field of uni-

versal cooperation and dialogue. This methodic rationale

carries the flavor of justice, tolerance, mutual understanding

and respect, which may finally culminate in a mutual pre-

scription that can be upgraded to mutual understanding
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through a genuine dialogue, and consequently expand to a

universal understanding.

We need to perceive, to discover or develop common

conceptual roots between the beliefs people already hold

and the ideals we are inviting them to develop faith in. For

this, we need to successfully define or develop a paradigm

which can embrace what different peoples of different cul-

tures prescribe collectively for themselves; it seems that dia-

logue is necessary, inevitable and irreplaceable in achieving

this.

In this article, my conceptual deliberations on dialogue

have been influenced by two contemporary European phi-

losophers, Hans-Georg Gadamer and Karl Raimund Pop-

per, as well as by the visionary elaborations of the Persian

Islamic thinker, Jalaluddin Rumi of the thirteenth century.

I may here note that, with regard to terminology, “dialo-

gue,” “conversation,” “discussion,” and even “negotiation”

are sometimes used relatively interchangeably, although I

prefer not to use them in this manner. Hans-Georg Gada-

mer, for example, in some contexts substitutes the terms

dialogue and conversation for one another. He refers to

Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher’s definitions when

differentiating between “dialogue proper” and “free dia-

logue.” The former, which is the original form of dialectics,

refers to the common search for meaning; the latter is noth-

ing but the mutual stimulation of thought in which its con-

tent is almost ignored.5 Also, in Popper’s writings, which I

will refer to in this article, “discussion” is close in meaning

to “dialogue.” I rather prefer to ascribe “conversation” to

Schleiermacher’s concept of free dialogue, and “dialectic”
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to “dialogue proper.” However, this is not the case in my di-

rect quotations from Gadamer or Popper. To my under-

standing, when we “discuss” something, we mainly focus

on the subject matter, while in a dialogue or conversation

the partners themselves are integral to the process. “Negoti-

ation,” for me, has a different nature which I will address in

more detail.

The Nature of Negotiation

Concerning the conduct of dialogue, there is an episte-

mic subtlety to which we must pay some attention if we are

to successfully reform our approach to dialogue as well as

our expectations of it. It appears to me that, in practice, dia-

logue is often mistaken for negotiation. Despite the fact that

they may resemble each other in some contexts, their under-

lying discourses are profoundly different.

Dialogue, as I see it, is not negotiation. “Negotiate” de-

rives from the Latin for “do business.” Negotiation is a pro-

cess by which parties communicate about ways to deal with

issues on which they have different viewpoints. One way to

negotiate is to “bargain,” derived from the Old French for

“haggle.”6 Any pre-established plan and desired end will

turn the nature of dialogue into “negotiation,” with a calcu-

lated, business-like attitude.

In a negotiation we already know what we want; and to

pursue our special objectives successfully, we attempt to

discover, and then use, the weaknesses of the argument of

the other side. If our position is weak, we attempt to improve

it through argument. The art of negotiation allows us to
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question, not in order to open a new window or stimulate our

susceptibility towards a new understanding, but rather to se-

lectively direct the discussion in order to prevent the partici-

pants from acknowledging other possibilities. We pretend

to question in order to avoid disclosing our pre-established

ambitions in the subject matter being addressed.

In this context, then, we are not seeking knowledge for

its own sake, as we are not originally considering our part-

ner and the other possibilities as possibilities. Knowledge

for its own sake conceptually relies on the priority of the

question over the answer, as gaining knowledge essentially

relies on having questions instead of attempting to keep the

pre-established opinion. Thus the desire for genuine listen-

ing does not originate in the act of questioning. We pretend

to question and to listen while, in fact, retaining our previ-

ously constructed ideas we are preparing ourselves to coun-

ter-speak, to perform the art of argument, to attain the goal

we have in mind. It is thus considered a success, a virtuous

attempt to the utmost extent, to make our opinion the domi-

nant one and to immobilize and avoid any query. Once dom-

inance is achieved, we appreciate the restriction of the

spectrum of other possibilities whilst building a shield of

irrefutability around our suggestions. “Victory” is a mean-

ingful and wanted term in the course of the process of nego-

tiation.

Dialogue and the Art of Questioning

Dialogue requires the opposite approach. In the realm

of a genuine dialogue the term victory is alien and out of
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context. While one may agree that: “to accomplish almost

anything worthwhile it is necessary to distinguish between

the ideal and the practical,”7 a dialogue is, by nature, differ-

ent from any attempt to compromise between two or more

monologues.

Dialogue implies questioning by its very nature. With-

out accepting the priority of the question over the answer,

we neither can conduct a genuine dialogue, nor develop a

new understanding, nor gain new knowledge. One source of

our questions is the shock we receive to our expectations.

The Socratic dialectic creates the necessary conditions for

questioning as it guides us to the realization that we do not

know, through the artistic confusion it inspires.8 “Knowl-

edge always means, precisely, considering opposites”;9

“Knowledge is dialectical from the ground up.”10

There is no method by which we can expect to systemat-

ically arrive at an idea. Ideas occur to us, but they do not

arise from nowhere, nor can they develop in the absence of

presupposed questions, which themselves only spring from

openness: “Every sudden idea has the structure of a ques-

tion.”11

An idea can only be born if the fertile mental womb is

receptive to questions, which are as waves on the sea of

openness. We cannot, then, halt the process of giving birth

to the ripened idea, even if it causes us pain through disturb-

ing the opinion we are accustomed to.

In the mystic realm, this point is manifested in Rumi’s

very simple yet rich example: “Blood does not become

sweet milk until thy fortune gives birth to a new babe. Hear-

ken well.”12 For bitter dark blood will turn into sweet white
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milk only if, firstly, the seed of the new idea is sown and,

secondly, the necessary time and the process are secured. In

the context of our discussion, this could be conceptualized

as a metaphor in which the seeds are questions and the pro-

cess is genuine dialogue.

As Gadamer points out, in the Socratic-Platonic dialec-

tic questioning belongs to the realm of conscious art, alt-

hough in a different sense from the Greek techne which can

be taught. Only the one who, seeking the truth, wants to

know, only the one who continuously keeps himself orien-

ted towards openness, can perform this art, as only he will

be able to ask genuine questions.13

To question means to lay open, to place in the open. As against the

fixity of opinions, questioning makes the object and all its possibil-

ities fluid. A person skilled in the “art” of questioning is a person

who can prevent questions from being suppressed by the dominant

opinion.14

Dialectic, as we see in Platonic dialogues, is not the art

of arguing through which we “can make a strong case out of

a weak one, but the art of thinking which can strengthen ob-

jections by referring to the subject matter.”15 Thus in a genu-

ine dialogue we do not attempt to discover our partner’s

weakness; rather, we endeavor to reveal the true strength of

his opinions. “In this process what is said is continually

transformed into the uttermost possibilities of its rightness

and truth, and overcomes all opposition that tries to limit its

validity.”16 Thus dialogue depends upon thought rather than

argument, even if this may bring about hidden objections in

a compounded manner. The more genuine the dialogue, the
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less participants try to pursue pre-established goals. It is the

‘way’ itself which dictates how it should be paved.

In his works on scientific theory, Popper teaches us that

the power of science resides in its openness to criticism and

its invitation to be refuted.17 These characteristics are also

required for dialogue. In a genuine dialogue we should try to

avoid the possible tyranny of the dominant opinion and al-

low queries to arise. In other words, in a genuine dialogue

we welcome any possibility of the refutability of our opin-

ion. Needless to say, I do not mean that we welcome the ref-

utation of our ideas, but rather that we encourage their being

refutable, and these two are very different. In a dialogue

questioning opens up the subject matter, while fixed opin-

ions attempt to immobilise it. Questioning releases a range

of possibilities which rigid opinions would restrict.

For Plato, holding an opinion or a pre-conviction leads

to the suppression of questions. Opinion carries a power

which veils us from the realization that we do not know. It

resists accepting our ignorance, and exercises its curious

tendency to manifest and diffuse itself to evolve into the

general opinion.18 This tendency will subtly become a form

of prejudice or self-interest.

In Rumi’s visionary mystical paradigm–where know-

ledge embraces not only rational and intellectual knowled-

ge, but also that which is spiritual and intuitive–when a

specific desire or a presupposed tendency appears, the art of

understanding “becomes hidden: a hundred veils rise from

the heart to the eye.”19 “Pre-intention is a veil upon the eye

of the heart,”20 it enfolds “the sight, like a veil”21; “Therefo-

re he does not see the whole in all its various aspects.”22 De-
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sire makes “a man squint-eyed” and diverts “the spirit from

rectitude.”23 “Freedom from prejudice is light to the eyes”24;

while prejudice will put our “knowledge into the grave.

Unprejudicedness makes ignorance wise; prejudice makes

knowledge perverse and iniquitous.”25 “Whence shall we

seek knowledge? From renouncing knowledge,”26 from de-

parting from preconceived opinions.

Dialogue and its Conduct

Although we use the term ‘to conduct’ in reference to

dialogue, according to Gadamer this term is not accurate as

a dialogue which is “conducted” by the interlocutors can ne-

ver be genuine. A genuine dialogue involves us in its inter-

nal dynamics: “The more genuine a conversation is, the less

its conduct lies within the will of either partner.”27

The partners conversing are far less the leaders of it than the led. No

one knows in advance what will “come out” of a conversation. Un-

derstanding or its failure is like an event that happens to us. Thus

we can say that something was a good conversation or that it was ill

fated. All this shows that a conversation has a spirit of its own, and

that the language in which it is conducted bears its own truth within

it–i.e., that it allows something to “emerge ” which henceforth ex-

ists.28

The art of conducting a genuine dialogue essentially

shares the same category as the art of thinking, the art of

questioning, the art of listening and seeking the truth, as

conceptually they are all closely inter-linked. This category,

by its very nature, is incompatible with the intention of win-

ning an argument. Indeed, it may open the way to losing it as
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“the art of questioning as being the art of questioning ever

further, that is, the art of thinking, which involves being able

to preserve our orientation toward openness.”29 We may

then conclude that losing, if we can call it that, may even be

an art in the realm of the search for truth.

In dialogue the value systems, experiences, analysis,

synthesis and paradigms of understanding of the other are

welcome to inspire the process of a genuine dialogue, and

are breathed, grasped and absorbed by it. It carries an open-

ness to re-contemplating one’s own stance and understand-

ing. A genuine dialogue is eager for any external impetus,

which suggests new explorations of direction as well as con-

tent, inviting the soul to incline towards “conversion” in or-

der to transcend another orbit of perception. In a dialogue,

we are thus finally speaking to ourselves as well as through

the medium of the “other,” since it invariably culminates in

a new self-understanding. This radical change becomes pos-

sible only if we are able to understand the other’s perspec-

tive. Such empathy can only be attained through a

“dialogic” exercise.30 “To become at home in the alien, is

the basic movement of spirit, whose being consists only in

returning to itself from what is other.”31 If the actors of dia-

logue lay themselves open to the possibility of conversion,

then the mutual cross-fertilization will be more successful

with a greater variety of views.

A smooth oscillation between being an actor and being

acted upon is an integral characteristic of dialogue, as it is of

life in its fullest sense. An inter-subjective life involves an

on-going struggle to reconcile, balance or mediate these an-

tithetical potentialities of being, such that no person or
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group ever arrogates agency so completely and permanently

to itself that another is reduced to the status of a mere object,

a cipher, an anonymous creature of blind fate.32

Thus, dialogue is a vast “in-between” area, where that

which operates is not the trait of difference, symbolized by

the characteristics of “One”, but the very space-making of

human memories; a passage through “the places” of mem-

ory and origin, from which unknown energies of inventive-

ness are drawn. The critical point is not the difference

between them, but the double movement of that which hap-

pens between them. It is a process, a dynamic, a vehicle be-

tween oneself and one’s origin rather than an “end

product.”33

Dialogue and the Art of Listening

To perform the art of questioning, in this sense, we need

to possess the ability and the conviction to perform the art of

listening, which in turn should conclude in the art of think-

ing, the nature of which requires openness. Dialectic, then,

is based on this art, which is, by implication, the art of con-

ducting a dialogue.

When we speak, we are manifesting what we have al-

ready constructed in our mind, while when we understand

through listening, we in fact reconstruct a construction.

Thus “every act of understanding is the inverse of an act of

speech.”34 In a real dialogue we should thus not only go be-

yond hearing to listening, but moreover perform the art of

listening, which is of the same essence as the art of under-

standing.
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By performing the art of listening, we will discover new

layers of meaning in our own value systems. This will alter

our paradigm of understanding, which in turn could even

transform our supposed contradictory orientations into a

harmonized manifestation of a cluster understanding, a har-

monized package of values and beliefs, rather than a set of

separate elements of faith.

We can clearly find strong encouragement in religious

teachings to learn the art of listening, as can be seen in the

following example from the Quran: “Give good news to

those servants of Mine who listen to sayings and follow the

best; indeed those are the ones whom God has guided and

those are the owners of knowledge.”35 The Quran also states

that those who will receive punishment on the Day of Judg-

ment shall say: “Had we but listened or pondered, we should

not have been among the inmates of the burning fire.”36

Through the art of listening we can cross the gaps cre-

ated by our illusions which, in turn, are mainly created

through ignorance of each other’s language, ways of under-

standing and living. “Ignorance of each other’s ways and

lives has been a common cause, throughout the history of

mankind, of the suspicion and mistrust between the peoples

of the world through which their differences have all too of-

ten broken into wars”37; while in a genuine dialogue the va-

riety of competing views would be considered a value rather

than a prelude to trouble.

In a real dialogue each partner listens to the other as

openly, sympathetically and with as much empathy as pos-

sible in an attempt to understand the other’s position as pre-

cisely and, as it were, as much from within as possible. Such
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an attitude carries with it the possibility that, at any point,

we might find the other’s perception so persuasive that we

might be tempted to shift our own opinion–if not our own

position–even though such change may seem to us disturb-

ing.

Language and Being

In Gadamer’s thought, understanding relies on and

even, in a special sense, is synonymous with hermeneutics.

It introduces a general relation between thinking and speak-

ing. Interpretation, like conversation, is dialectic and occurs

within the circle of questions and answers. It is through lan-

guage that we understand existence. “The essential relation

between language and understanding is seen primarily in the

fact that the essence of tradition is to exist in the medium of

language, so that the preferred object of interpretation is a

verbal one.”38 For Gadamer, then, sharing a medium, lan-

guage, fundamentally contributes to the very process of the

formation of the actors in dialogue; but Gadamer does not

conceive communication as the passing of information from

one person to another. Rather, in communication some sub-

ject matter becomes mutually accessible for two or more

people, while the medium, which gives us this access, with-

draws from prominence.39

For Popper, a genuine dialogue rather primarily relies

on a will from within. He thinks that it is a mistake to as-

sume that the possibility of a discussion, a dialogue, de-

pends on the existence of a common language or common

basic assumptions between the partners. The main precon-
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dition is that they be ready to learn from and understand

each other. Then, the more the variety of competing opin-

ions, the more rich, fruitful and valuable the discussion.

“Had there been no Tower of Babel, we should invent it.”40

There are differences between contemporary philoso-

phers concerning the understanding of “understanding” in

dialogue, as can be observed between Gadamer and Donald

Davidson, for whom common understanding forms the

main basis of dialogue rather than common language.41

However, in both these cases, dialogue is seen to emerge

through a three-fold interaction between the self, the other

and the world.42

However, in another realm, the mystic one, where trans-

cendental communion is beyond meditation, the Persian

Islamic thinker Jalaluddin Rumi tells us that “the tongue of

mutual understanding is different indeed” from sharing the

same language:

To speak the same tongue is a kinship and affinity: a man, when he

is with those in whom he cannot confide, is like a prisoner in

chains. Oh, many are the Indians and Turks that speak the same

tongue, oh, many the pair of Turks that are as strangers to each

other. Therefore the tongue of mutual understanding is different in-

deed: to be one in heart is better than to be one in tongue. Without

speech and without sign or scroll, hundreds of thousands of inter-

preters arise from the heart.43

For Rumi it is the communicative “vision” which not

only evaporates words, but rather introduces a unifying par-

adigm between the self, the other and the world:

I am thinking of rhymes, and my Sweetheart says to me,

‘Do not think of aught except vision of Me.
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Sit at thy ease, My rhyme-meditating friend: in My presence thou

art rhymed with (attached to) felicity.

What are words that thou shouldst think of them? What are words?

Thorns in the hedge of the vineyard.

I will throw word and sound and speech into confusion, that with-

out these I may converse with thee.

Rumi sees this paradigm as being capable of transcend-

ing individuality through non-individuality. Then there is a

mutual need between the self and the other to be in that

world which embodies love:

I found (true) individuality in non-individuality: therefore I wove

(my) individuality into non-individuality.

Whomsoever thou didst deem to be a lover, regard him to be the

loved one, for relatively he is both this and that.

If they that are thirsty seek water from the world, yet water too

seeks in the world them that are thirsty.44

Without that mutual incorporation, without love, Rumi believes

that the world is too empty to talk about, and with them, it is too full

to talk about:

Out beyond ideas of wrong doing and right doing, there lies a field.

I will meet you there. When the soul lies down in that sweet grass,

the world is too full to talk about. Ideas, language, even the phrase

“each other” doesn't make any sense.45

Dialogue and its Socio-Political Context

There are certain social and political preconditions for

the fulfillment of Gadamer’s exhortation to a genuine dia-

logue, which depends on openness towards “others.” Actors

in such dialogue would first need to develop a critical abil-

ity, which can be achieved through a relevant education. I

agree with Jurgen Habermas, who thinks that Gadamer
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should elucidate these pre-conditions, as there are norma-

tive elements in his doctrine concerning dialogue, despite

the fact that Gadamer thinks of his thesis as being merely

descriptive.46

In his political philosophy, Popper tells us that “the lib-

eral does not dream of a perfect consensus of opinion; he

only hopes for the mutual fertilization of opinions, and the

consequent growth of ideas. Even when we solve a problem

to universal satisfaction, we create, in solving it, many new

problems over which we are bound to disagree. This is not to

be regretted.”47

Popper attempts to introduce some characteristics of the

socio-political circumstances which are needed, as well as

the appropriate attitude we should adopt. He suggests that

reaching consensus on what people prefer to avoid is easier

than agreeing on what they wish to achieve. “We must work

for the elimination of concrete evils rather than for the real-

ization of abstract goods.”48 Popper’s ideas remind us of the

rationale we adopt during heavy rainfall: we do not attempt

to alter the laws and mechanisms of the sky, but instead we

attempt to find an umbrella. Our political duty is not to cre-

ate paradise on earth, but to reduce pain and suffering.

He encourages the formation of a society which “calls

for the bold propounding of trial solutions which are then

subjected to criticism and error-elimination.”49 He believes

it is wrong to wish for absolute solutions; rather it suffices to

develop a social orientation towards solving the problem.

For this, he recommends that the priority should be the kind

of arrangement we need to establish free institutions in or-

der to prevent abuses, rather than to discuss who should
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rule.50 To what extent should and can we provide such insti-

tutions with the maximum freedom they need? We, of

course, need democratic governance in order to protect the

freedom of these institutions. However, freedom is a “dan-

gerous weapon: without it, or too little, freedom dies; but

with too much of it freedom dies also.”51

Popper also argues that we should not confuse our

search for truth with our appetite for certainty. This means

that we should fight continuously against our mistakes, and

that despite all our precautions, while we can never be sure

that we are not wrong, we can be sure that we are wrong.

“You may be right and I may be wrong, and by an effort to-

gether we may get to the truth.”52 Popper elaborates on this

simple but brilliant idea that we, as human beings, should

not kill and tear each other apart; instead, we should let our

theories fight each other.

And, finally, a genuine dialogue simply can not happen

if we are not really convinced that we are not the absolute

owners of truth and cannot be so; we can belong to truth and

stay within its context, but cannot own it. In each dialogue

we have to consider some cognizance of the truth for the

“other,” as well as some contribution to it by the “other,”

otherwise dialogue is meaningless.

UNESCO’s Mission

UNESCO, as an intergovernmental organization en-

trusted with an intellectual mission, can have an effective im-

pact in providing the international community with the

institutional basis it needs to establish a genuine dialogue.
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UNESCO must search for ways to present concrete sugges-

tions for paving the way towards the intellectual and moral

solidarity of mankind at decision-making tables in the politi-

cal arena. It is this mission that makes its role rather difficult

and complicated. In modern times, especially within the con-

text of the political philosophies behind the notion of a demo-

cratic nation state, governments are not entrusted with the

notions of intellectuality and morality as such. It is not an

easy task to discover or define not only convincing but rather

applicable political modalities for politicians which are capa-

ble of targeting solidarity through intellectuality and moral-

ity. It is not and cannot evolve into a routine task at all, as

intellectuality by its very nature rejects routine while political

bureaucracy usually prefers and relies on it. Thus, not only

should the strategies and the programming orientation of

UNESCO be capable of evolving, but it must also develop

flexible conceptual modalities for entrusting political units

with the final duty of targeting the minds of the people for the

sake of peace based on intellectual and moral solidarity. This

is a task which historically and traditionally has been mas-

tered by philosophers, mentors and spiritual leaders, not by

the political institution of a nation state.

However, UNESCO is entrusted by its Constitution

with creating modalities and developing ideas and program-

mes which aim to perform a sacred task within a secular

framework, or to transcend the subject of the political deci-

sion-making process into a realm which is described in its

Constitution as being sacred.

After the terrible shock that World War II inflicted on

nations around the world, UNESCO was founded in 1945
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“to contribute to peace and security by promoting collabora-

tion among the nations through education, science and cul-

ture.”

The Organization’s Constitution further states that

World War II was “made possible by the denial of the demo-

cratic principles of the dignity, equality and mutual respect

of men, and by the propagation, in their place, through igno-

rance and prejudice, of the doctrine of the inequality of men

and races.”53

If we are constitutionally entrusted “to increase the

means of communication between their peoples and to em-

ploy these means for the purpose of mutual understanding

and a true and more perfect knowledge of each other’s

lives,” then we need dialogue for the sake of understanding,

which is far beyond the balanced compromise that we try to

achieve in the course of negotiation. For such a dialogue, as

Popper advised us,54 we should not primarily seek a com-

mon ground or language; rather, all that we need is a genu-

ine wish and will to listen, understand and learn from each

other. In this case, the variety of opinions and background

cultures of the participants is expected to be an asset to be

appreciated rather than a problem to be avoided.55

While we cannot realize abstract ideals and create a par-

adise on earth, we can learn how to manage the elimination

of concrete evils and reduce pain and suffering on earth, by

on the one hand replacing fighting among one another with

fighting among our theories, and on the other by replacing

our search for the weaknesses of the other’s opinion with the

search for their strength. It is through dialogue that we can

create faith in the idea that the defences of peace must be
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constructed in the minds of men, and offer a suitable para-

digm for the intellectual and moral solidarity of mankind. It

is also through dialogue that we learn how to mobilize our

potential for the actualization of relevant free institutions,

bearing in mind “that the wide diffusion of culture, and the

education of humanity for justice and liberty and peace are

indispensable to the dignity of man and constitute a sacred

duty which all the nations must fulfill in a spirit of mutual

assistance and concern.”56 It is worth noting that while re-

ferring to “solidarity” in this context, we are naturally en-

couraged to broaden its conceptual prerequisites beyond the

rational realm. Thus “solidarity” can be attained not only on

the basis of rationality, but also on other human faculties be-

yond the rational realm.

Bitter experience in today’s world indicates that it is for

everybody’s long-term benefit, both for the ruled and the

rulers, not to deny this spirit its rightful place at the heart of

the international community. This will provide us not only

with a constructive vision but also with a regenerative and

refreshing mechanism for it. If we combine the power of our

collective conscience with our institutional capacity, if we

resolve to promote a genuine dialogue for the sake of

knowledge oriented to solidarity, then we will find our-

selves ever more powerful.
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