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Introduction
The current state of humanity and the planet (mechanisation, climate, wars, migration, 
status of democracy and religion, human rights, etc.) requires new perspectives in the 
sciences that open up new paths of action, which is reflected in the call for transformation 
in the global university landscape. This chapter shows the potential that the humanities 
possess to contribute to the solution of not only major national social issues and to the 
monitoring of social developments and innovations, but also to universal, global pro-
cesses. We argue that the humanities have special potential not only for a major global 
role, but also under the heading of sustainable development in research and teaching 
or education. While the Sustainable Development Goals were initially primarily socio-
economic and politically oriented,1 cultural aspects have become increasingly important.2 
In this context, global learning in schools and universities, and thus interculturality, is 
becoming increasingly relevant. Intercultural humanities, as a perspective on diversity 
in research and teaching, understood as a resource, represent a central new role for the 
humanities, since the cultural aspect is taken into account more strongly and emphasised 
for the global. We further argue that the potential of education is central to the old and 
new role of the humanities. In doing so, we present the fruitfulness of an intercultural 
perspective, as it has already been academically established in the humanities, as an argu-
ment for other sciences as well, and we formulate interculturality as a valuable concept 
that needs to be further promoted and disseminated. In this context, interculturality and 
cooperative research and education have already been dealt with in the past in individual 
departments, and exemplary transformations have taken place, which we will trace in a 
genealogical compact form using the three examples of Intercultural German Studies, 
Intercultural Philosophy and Intercultural Theology. All three subjects have innova-
tively and sustainably transformed themselves from the so-called Old Humanities and work 
cooperatively with international actors in research and education. Furthermore, their 
normative educational concept promotes and accompanies humanistic processes in world 
society. The present chapter is an attempt to understand and recognise some of the forces 
that have influenced the current situation of the humanities, and to make visible which 
developments have brought about the intercultural humanities and which paradigms and 
concepts support these developments. The perspective of intercultural humanities as the 
integration of a necessary perspective of the humanities is the focus of this chapter. The 
subjects mentioned represent disciplines of intercultural humanities per se. Central to 
humanities with an intercultural perspective is the focus on cooperation: research with 
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instead of research about. Furthermore, we argue that it is not crises, but the ability to 
transform, among other things through connectivity, that is one of the potentials of the 
humanities and that is a positive example for other sciences, or not only in higher educa-
tion, whereby interculturality is an applicable and versatile concept.

Localisation – Discourses on Crisis and Transformation

Old Humanities: Attempts to Determine the Classic Humanities

Already at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Wilhelm Dilthey defined 
the humanities as an independent science in contrast to the natural sciences (Dilthey 
1922: 4; 1927: 70), which marked the beginning of the entry of the humanities into 
the phase of self-contemplation (Rothacker 1920: 253f.). Among the humanities whose 
object was social-historical reality (Dilthey 1922: 4), Dilthey counted the social sciences: 
psychology, history, national economy, law and political science, religious studies, liter-
ature, art studies and education (Dilthey 1927: 70). The separation of the humanities 
from the natural sciences, following Dilthey’s distinction between explaining (erklären) 
and understanding (verstehen), can be written as follows: ‘We explain nature, but we 
understand social and historical life’ (Ineichen 1975: 5). Understood by Dilthey, the 
humanities thus offer the tool not only to name objects, but to act in the social-historical 
reality through understanding. In our view, the humanities are not exclusively limited 
to the above-mentioned disciplines and are found both institutionalised as an academic 
discipline and intertwined with other disciplines in the person of the researcher. Even if 
neither philosophy nor philologies are mentioned in Dilthey’s incomplete list, these are 
historically specific disciplines of the humanities. It is above all the combination of literary 
studies and national linguistics, as in German, English or Romance studies, for example, 
that plays a central role in the development of the humanities themselves and a formali-
sation of intercultural perspectives.

Discourse 1: � Debate Since 1969 on the Core of Humanities Within the 
Humanities

The humanities, which had previously been a central and self-evident part of universities, 
were increasingly called into question in the 1960s. In 1969 a special edition of the jour-
nal Daedalus appeared under the title ‘The Future of Humanities’, which was published 
after the conference of the same name in 1968. It contained a collection of essays dealing 
with the methods of the humanities, their validity, the obligations of their time and their 
ability to fulfil them. It was stated that a change in access to and the content of science 
and research was a necessary condition for the further preservation of the humanities 
and that a crisis was imminent (Ong 1969). Since then, the current or future state of the 
humanities has been discussed again and again, and the questions raised back then are also 
reflected in today’s discourse. The debate is dominated on the one hand by a sense of crisis 
and on the other by the perspective of an historically everyday change. While proponents 
of the crisis hypothesis see barbaric times as coming to an end with the end of humanism 
and critical thinking, which makes the humanities superfluous, as well as the collapse of 
democracy and the rise of authoritarian systems, other intellectuals see these dangers as 
persistent and the humanities as a repeatedly reliable tool for maintaining a humanism 
whose concept has yet to be defined (Braidotti 2014). 
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The repetition of the debate and its questions leads one to assume that it has stagnated. 
But apparent crises and transformation belong to the humanities. And instead of naming 
crises, we can act actively by talking to each other and not about something.

Discourse 2: � The Two Cultures – Questioning the Role of the Humanities as 
Distinct from Other Sciences

In 1959 Charles Percy Snow described the separation of the humanities from other sciences 
in his famous text in ‘Two Cultures’ as follows: ‘Literary intellectuals at one pole – at the 
other scientists, and as the most representative, the physical scientists. Between the two a 
gulf of mutual incomprehension – sometimes (especially among the young) hostility and 
dislike, but most of all lack of understanding’ (Snow 1959: 4).3 

This artificial separation persists despite all efforts4 and is another supporting aspect of 
the above-mentioned crisis discourse. A negative conception of technology and progress 
produces a diffuse sense of crisis in the humanities, which leads to the fact that the job 
market, economic crises and an apparently dwindling intellectual interest in the respec-
tive societies or the so-called barbaric times rob the humanities of parts of their potential 
for the future. These perspectives simulate an apparently necessary or real separation 
from other sciences. In view of the history of the humanities and the Enlightenment 
imperatives of progress and reason, the question of which disciplines and subjects are 
best suited to the universities and the world of tomorrow is circulating repeatedly in both 
social and academic circles. In the natural sciences, the social sciences or the so-called 
STEM fields (Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics), results and benefits seem 
to be easier to measure. However, we do not believe that they would have any greater 
relevance or usefulness than the humanities for a regional or global higher education 
area. This is because the humanities have had a valuable wealth of experience in dealing 
with human crises since the beginning of their existence. One of many examples of this 
is the historical sciences, which preserve a rich archive of how people deal with natural 
and man-made ‘crises’. Belief in technology and progress without consideration of human 
dispositions leaves a vacuum, which forces us to ask questions about the location of the 
human being, as the humanities have always done. For, central to the humanities are 
the human being and the world in which he lives, understood as an economic, social, 
political, historical or even cultural context, and nothing of this can be reduced to one 
discipline. In our view, the high potential and social relevance of the humanities is largely 
due to their interaction competence and connectivity in terms of interdisciplinarity and 
interculturality.			 

The Unbroken Potential of the Humanities

(a)  Connectivity to Other Subjects: Interdisciplinarity 

The humanities consist of a complex of heterogeneous knowledge that makes the con-
ditions of human existence – socially, culturally, philosophically, religiously, historically 
and artistically, to name but a few – explorable, and thus enables the human being or, 
depending on the discipline, the subject, the individual or even the actor, especially 
in interaction with other fields of knowledge, to act in his or her lifeworld. One of the 
earliest examples of the natural links between the humanities and the natural sciences in 
the exploration of our own and foreign cultural worlds is the universal scholar Alexander 
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von Humboldt and his brother Wilhelm von Humboldt, allowing interdisciplinarity and 
interculturality to be situated in the humanities at an early stage.

We assume that although the humanities were traditionally institutionalised separately, 
they have always been networked in spirit. They have constantly transformed themselves 
and have been accessible to other disciplines. Earlier approaches to securing the relevance 
of the humanities in an unknown future included the demand for interdisciplinary work 
and for opening up the individual disciplines to cooperation. Innovation stagnates not 
only without the synergy effects of interdisciplinarity, but also without those of intercul-
turality. After all, the evaluation of current challenges and the development of proposed 
solutions are fundamentally about the integration of perspectives.

(b)  Connectivity to Other Cultures: Interculturality 

Calls for a transformation of the humanities and their fields of research are numerous, as 
are interdisciplinary and also intercultural research projects and educational concepts. 
The central point here is that the benefits of diversity in discipline and culture as a valua-
ble resource in problem-solving are obvious and should be made fruitful in practice. In sci-
entific discourses that are conducted transnationally, equal participation and acceptance 
of the other is necessary. Although this is also seen in other branches of science, it is only 
seen and theoretically discussed and practically implemented in research and teaching in 
the humanities. The humanities therefore offer scientific starting points for taking cultural 
diversity into account in all aspects. Through cooperation and inclusion, understood as 
equal participation, in international research discourses, the synergy effects of cultural 
diversity as a research resource, but also the necessary attitude of mind, are transported. 
Knowledge about culture, whether one’s own or that of others, is an indispensable resource 
in the current global social debates, such as those on health and sustainability. More than 
ever, it is necessary to find solutions together with international partners to the most 
diverse problems of globalisation, such as the scarcity of resources, environmental issues, 
food distribution, violence and pandemics. Sustainability, understood as health for the 
planet and mankind, is one of the most central desiderata of the twenty-first century, 
whereby the concepts of sustainability are characterised by heterogeneous, discipline-
oriented conceptual histories and result in divergent practices of sustainability (Kluwick 
and Zemanek 2019: 11). Culture can act both as a bridge-builder and a border-builder. 
What happens depends on how people act in the interspace. Intercultural humanities are 
interested in this ‘in-between’ as a productive space (Kostalova 2003: 242).

Culture, consisting of ascriptions of meaning, values and symbols, produces processes of 
interaction and negotiation, just as these in turn generate culture. Here the assumption is 
made that interculturality can fill gaps and build bridges. One of the reasons for this is that 
through interaction and cooperation, understood as practical lifeworld design, the trans-
formation is carried out jointly and without a human vacuum. Interculturality is a research 
perspective that has been adopted in many humanities disciplines, such as Intercultural 
Philosophy, Intercultural German Studies and Intercultural Theology. It focuses on the 
meaning and relevance of culture and culturality as a dimension of texts/objects such 
as knowledge, horizon of experience and perception of the reader, the teacher and the 
researcher. It is an intermediate position in which the processual and reciprocal produc-
tion of the self and the other takes place. From the perspective of the actors, intercultural-
ity is a cognitive process that emerges from this self-reflexive perception and experience of 
cultural plurality and helps to overcome ethnocentrism by making it possible to think and 
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anticipate the perspective of the other in one’s own construction of reality and in one’s 
own actions or research and teaching.

We argue that the above-mentioned natural connectivity of the humanities enabled 
the transformation of the classically understood humanities into intercultural humanities. 
But first we will briefly discuss the relationship between culture and the humanities, as well 
as the transformation of the perspective on culture and its influence on education, which 
has accompanied and influenced both positively and negatively not only in Europe but 
also in global social processes.

Culture and the Humanities

Culture as Self-education and the Classic Educational Concept of the ‘West’

Culture understood in the original sense of antiquity means things shaped by humans, 
such as the cultivation of soil for agriculture or the breeding of farm animals and plants, 
but also religious care and, within this, education and training (Nünning and Nünning 
2003: 19; Assmann 2011: 13f.). Culture is often related to nature and also presented as 
a contrast, as it is still practised institutionally at universities today in the division of 
cultural and natural sciences. Nature shaped by humans is considered culture. Just as 
people cultivate their environment, they also cultivate themselves. In terms of the history 
of ideas, humans distance themselves from the raw, natural state of origin and educate 
themselves. This idea is closely connected with the pursuit of progress and a central idea 
of development. Following the ideas of the Enlightenment, even in the twentieth century 
culture is still regarded as material spiritual progress of the individual and the collective.5 
For a long time, the evolutionist concept of culture was based on a European ideal as the 
goal of human development. Cultures exist in the plural and people who are considered 
to belong to them are attributed specific characteristics. The change in the perspective on 
the development of the whole of humanity to a differentiation into cultures has massive 
consequences in the sense that values are incorporated into the description of the other or 
foreign (Daniel 2006: 445f.).

Culture as a Fighting Concept in Education Policy – The Primordial 
Understanding of Culture in Not Only the German Humanities

Dealing with culture has always had a sunny and a shady side, not only, but especially, in 
Germany. An example of the perversion of cultural theory is Johann Gottfried Herder’s 
Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit6 (Ideas for the Philosophy of the History 
of Mankind). These treatises by the theologian and philosopher, who saw himself as a 
cosmopolitan, are an early example of Enlightenment travel and research reports, which 
represent an attempt to classify not only nature, but also the country and its people. Herder 
understood reason, language, education, community in the sense of folk spirit, but also 
agriculture, as the origin of that which the word from Latin describes, as manifestations of 
culture(s). Even if Herder’s cultures are characterised by inequality, they are of equal value. 
However, for National Socialism, which for a few years at German universities also took 
in the humanities (Hausmann 2011: 99f.), these thoughts unintentionally became grateful 
tools of their racial ideology. The examination of the four ‘S’s’: Stamm, Sitte, Sprache und 
Siedlung (tribe, custom, language and settlement) (Sievers 2001: 35) led to a strengthening 
of the first culture-related courses of study: such as folklore, for example, which was initially 
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based in German studies. The increased institutionalisation of culture-related humanities 
under National Socialism can be measured, among other things, by the increased number 
of chairs (Jeggle 2001: 65). This phase of degeneration resulted in the instrumentalisation 
of theories in the humanities on the exercise of cultural violence against Jews and others. 
In the post-war period in Germany, cultural studies in the humanities therefore withdrew 
primarily from politics and efforts to de-Nazify the subjects. In the German-speaking world, 
this led to a specific development of cultural studies based on a specific confrontation with 
the past and an accompanying depoliticisation, although parallel global developments in 
the 1970s and 1980s led to a culturalistic turn in the humanities in general. Cultural studies 
developed in the occupying powers of Great Britain, the Chicago School in the USA, and 
in France in academic disciplines with a focus on cultural studies in the everyday world 
(Höhne 2013; Allerkamp and Raulet 2010; Gipper and Klengel 2008). Cultural studies 
in the German-speaking world have developed primarily from the field of literary studies 
and have also been shaped by interdisciplinary influences. Both the Frankfurt School of 
the 1960s (Jeggle 2001: 68) and the return of researchers who had emigrated from exile 
(Zacharasiewicz and Prisching 2017) were of great importance for the further development 
of a cultural studies perspective in the humanities. A further impulse came in the 1980s 
from British Cultural Studies and the American Chicago School, but also from French phi-
losophy and Marxist, feminist and postcolonial perspectives (Leggewie et al. 2012). These 
theoretical currents in the humanities take a critical look at the production of knowledge 
and its institutional location and preconditions. 

The historical background led to a specific development of the culturalisation of the 
humanities, especially in the German-speaking world. It can be said that English cultural 
studies, whose claim is more closely related to political theory, has not had a lasting theoreti-
cal effect on the development of German-language cultural studies (Kulturwissenschaften), 
which owe their existence to a specific examination of the humanities and with the 
exception of gender studies, cultural studies and German Kulturwissenschaften should be 
understood as parallel research developments with different theoretical traditions (Brandt 
2017: 93). Today, cultural studies have their own departments, journals, conferences and 
graduate programmes throughout Europe. In the course of their development, the human-
ities can be divided into two perspectives, namely primordial and constructivist cultural 
studies. Primordial is understood to mean that human action is a reaction to cultural 
‘constraints’, specifications or influences. This perspective carries the danger of stereotyp-
ing and the instrumentalisation of so-called national or cultural characters and has been 
criticised for decades (Hannerz 1992). For a long time, however, culture was – not only in 
German history, but albeit to an incomparable extent – a fighting term for the implemen-
tation of national goals and for identity. In the colonial past, too, a primordial understand-
ing of culture dominated, which found expression in self- and foreign ascriptions as well as 
in dealing with the foreign and the mostly Western power of interpretation of ascriptions.

Transformation of the Perspective on Culture – Recognition of Postcolonial Voices 
and Criticism of Knowledge Production and the Western-dominated Canon 
of Knowledge

In the 1970s, the primordial understanding of culture was contrasted with a constructivist 
understanding that is characterised by the perception of difference and a perspective on 
culture as being shaped by human beings. Here, German studies serves as an example 
of the linking of academic discipline with national culture and identity, as do national 
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literary studies in other European countries. Other examples of this include English or 
Romance studies and also postcolonial literary studies. The examination of culture in 
the humanities has led to a sensitisation to the perspective and context of both one’s 
own culture, which often gave preference to ‘Western’ or European-dominated academic 
perspectives, and the other, which has led to a demand for recognition of ‘non-Western’, 
non-European voices.

In the following, national literary studies and German studies, as well as German-
speaking philosophy and theology, serve as examples of classical humanities that expe-
rienced a phase of post-war and/or postcolonialism and intercultural transformation in 
the second half of the twentieth century, which resulted in a change in one’s perspective 
on oneself as a cultural studies discipline and the manifestation of this cultural turn 
through institutionalisation in the university landscape. Other disciplines in Europe have 
undergone a similar development, most notably British cultural studies. The roots of 
institutionalised postcolonial studies can be located at different times, depending on 
the interpretation (Ashcroft 2001). In 1961 Frantz Fanon pointed out cultural factors 
in the exercise of colonial power and is regarded as a pioneer of the ‘cultural turn’, 
which entered colonialism research in the 1980s (Heé 2017: 80). A central concern of 
postcolonial studies is the critical examination of Eurocentric knowledge systems and 
orders. Towards the end of the Cold War, postcolonial topics were taken up and passed 
on by English-speaking literary and cultural studies scholars and in India, whereas in the 
German-speaking world a delayed debate did not occur until the new millennium (Heé 
2017: 81). In 1978, in his central work on ethnocentrism criticism, Orientalism, Edward 
Said formulated criticism of the Western representation and appropriation of the ‘Other’ 
and referred to the epistemic aspect of colonialism, namely the production of meaning by 
attributing it to foreign and own, thus opening up the struggle for the hegemony of dis-
course in the academic space of the humanities. The prevailing premise is that (colonial) 
rule is constructed and maintained through the dichotomy of foreign and own. Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak poses the question ‘Can the subaltern speak?’ in the 1988 essay of the 
same name (Spivak 2006), and states that subalterity, namely the exclusion of hegemonic 
social roles and articulatory power, is not given nature as it is perpetuated, for example, 
in colonialism, but is socially constructed. Later, it calls for the death of the classical 
(Western-oriented) literary and humanities sciences in the sense of a deconstruction and 
transformation into a transdisciplinary and transnational cultural studies that critically 
examines (neo-) colonialism (Spivak 2003). The division of the world into the own and 
the foreign or the other, with emphasis on the construction of the other (Othering), cre-
ates worlds. Spivak (1985) critically calls this process – in which colonial space is created 
and located in the world – Worlding. A similar form of critique of the mapping or making 
of the world in relation to academic space is found in Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Provincializing 
Europe (Chakrabarty 2000). He criticises a methodical Eurocentrism especially in the 
historical sciences: knowledge of Western history, for example, is professionally qualify-
ing for Asian or African scholars, but not vice versa. He demands that Europe should be 
provincialised, i.e., that it should no longer be regarded as the centre of the world by itself 
and others, but as one region among many. Furthermore, a readjustment of the research 
perspective of colonial science studies, which for a long time lay on the colonialists, has 
shifted. More recent studies include the knowledge and perspective of the colonised or the 
‘former objects’. For example, Bayly used the term ‘information order’ (Bayly 1996: 3) to 
examine the function of knowledge as an instrument of rule or to investigate the extent 
to which knowledge or the production/deconstruction of knowledge made the exercise 
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of colonial rule possible. For the academic world, questions arise as to the emergence and 
establishment of individual academic disciplines in colonial interdependence. 

George Basalla’s essay ‘The Spread of Western Science’ from 1967 is regarded as the 
‘explosive material’ (Heé 2017: 86) of the debate to this day. Basalla developed a dif-
fusion model with Europe at its centre, which he describes as ‘the original home from 
modern science’ (Basalla 1967: 611). He describes in three phases, which he classifies 
vaguely in terms of time, how, in his view, science has spread from Europe to the rest of 
the world. In the first phase, which is vaguely located from early modern times up to the 
twentieth century, European explorers create knowledge in foreign territories with their 
scientific methods. In the second phase of ‘colonial science’, colonised intellectuals con-
duct research on the model of the colonial powers and are given the opportunity to train 
in the European educational system through colonisation. Even if the colonised have 
their own scientific tradition in ‘embryonic form’, they are, according to Basalla, inferior 
to the European sciences due to dependence, intellectual and institutional autonomy 
and practical and theoretical orientation towards Europe. The third phase describes a 
possible development towards a new intellectual centre, but only through the absolute 
appropriation of the European tradition of knowledge (Basalla 1967: 611f.). Basalla’s 
‘contribution’ expresses the mentality and arrogance that had to be broken up in the wake 
of the cultural revolution after 1968 by the intellectual left in Europe and the academic 
emancipation movements of the formerly colonised actors. Central to this at the begin-
ning were debates on the essential importance of translation in the transfer of knowledge 
and the dynamic change to which knowledge is subject (Latour 1987). However, concepts 
such as knowledge transfer and knowledge diffusion also came under criticism, because 
all forms of knowledge are acts of communication (cf. Secord 2004) in which knowledge 
circulates. Here, already, the perspective shifts from the focus on culture to the space of 
transfer in-between and introduces the turn of humanities’ perspectives to the ‘inter’, i.e., 
the ‘in-between’. The concept of circulation of knowledge is also found in Kapil Raj’s work 
(2013), with the aim of breaking up familiar dichotomies between producers and users, 
among other things. According to Raj there are no exclusive producers or exclusive users. 
The concept of circulation considers the different participation of all actors in the inter-
active production of knowledge as well as the dynamics of knowledge itself and specific 
(economic, geopolitical, etc.) power relations. 

As a site of knowledge production, the global higher education landscape plays a central 
role in the task of not only deconstructing Eurocentric narratives, but also, together with 
other educational policy and knowledge-generating actors, providing operationalisable 
concepts and approaches that sustainably promote intercultural polylogue and thus con-
sider the manifold interrelationships of our globalised world in the past and in the future. 
Interculturality and the perspective of the humanities based on it is such a central and 
necessary concept, as will be demonstrated in the following examples of three classical 
humanities. But first of all, the term and concept will be explained in more detail.

Intercultural Transformations in the Humanities

Interculturality as a Normative (Educational) Concept – Recognition of the 
Other (Knowledge)

The examination of the field of the concept of culture makes it clear that many con-
cepts are not only characterised by a strong dynamic, but that they also often differ in 
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interdisciplinary communication practice (Neumann and Nünning 2012). The concept 
of interculturality first appeared in the USA in 1924 when the Bureau of Intercultural 
Education was founded to develop new educational concepts for the fusion (melting pot) 
of cultural differences among the American civilian population (Demorgon and Kordes 
2006). After the Second World War, the concept of interculturality is also found in con-
nection with the training programmes of the American government, which the cultural 
anthropologist Edward T. Hall was to develop in the course of the creation of a ‘new world 
order’ for experts from the academic, military and diplomatic worlds who were seconded 
to serve abroad. Hall taught not only facts about the country but also the competence 
to interact interculturally, and he called his method Intercultural Communication (Hall 
1959: 10). In the Anglo-American world, the term interculturalism predominates, while 
in the German-speaking world interculturality is dominant. American interculturalism is 
primarily intraculturally oriented in order to promote intercultural dialogue to prevent the 
segregation tendencies of a failed multiculturalism within a culture in favour of an active 
acceptance of other cultures within a society: Martha Nussbaum defines interculturalism 
as ‘the recognition of common human needs across cultures and of dissonance and critical 
dialogue within cultures’ (Nussbaum 1997: 82). 

In the German-speaking countries the concept of interculturality, until its differentia-
tion in the 1980s, was initially used primarily in the field of business for the internation-
alisation of employees under the heading of intercultural training, but also in academic 
disciplines, such as foreign language didactics and above all in the field of educational 
science, and then in literary studies or theological discourses (Hock 2011: 21). New 
questions and methods have been developed to establish interculturality in research and 
teaching. Interculturality was not only a scientific but also a public concept, which was 
reflected in an interdisciplinary and application-oriented way in education, business and 
politics. A closer definition of the term interculturality is characterised by the meaning of 
the word ‘inter’, which is to be understood as between, reciprocity and together. The con-
cepts of internationality and interculturality are connected with each other via the cate-
gory of reciprocity (Wierlacher and Hudson-Wiedenmann 2000). Interculturality is not 
international qua existence, but rather the research and mediation of a specific object in 
the cooperative exchange of culturally different perspectives while reflecting on one’s own 
culturality. The new perspective on interculturality led to a changed perception of inter-
action and cooperation in the cultural context. Central to this is the recognition of cul-
ture, both one’s own and that of others. In Intercultural German Studies, interculturality:

presupposes a sharpened awareness of one’s own culture (cultural awareness) and in this 
first and general sense refers to a science which, in research and teaching, takes into 
account the starting point of one’s own culture in the sense of the leading understand-
ing of culture that people are both riders and bearers of cultures at the same time, thinks 
beyond cultural borders and addresses the conditions of the possibility of a cultural 
dialogue and polylogue. Intercultural aspects in this sense can become apparent in the 
interaction between people, in the analysis of language and texts, in the life and pro-
duction processes of the working world or in the various discourses. (Wierlacher 2003: 
258 [translated by the authors])

The encounter with other cultures is always also connected with certain ideas and minia-
ture theories about what is one’s own and what is foreign, or what the others are, which 
in turn suggests cultural homogeneity that does not really exist. As the past has shown, 
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attributions of the foreign hold great dangers. In times of globalisation, however, identity 
constructions are always abstractions of individual sets of thoughts, values and needs that 
must be considered in interaction. In this context, it is necessary that the respective iden-
tity of the counterpart is acknowledged. Furthermore, constructions of identity serve the 
purpose of self-security, since they produce meaning and consistency despite all dynamics, 
which are necessary for the own identity foundation. They place the individual in relation 
to the world and enable the development of relevant cultural experiences and understand-
ing competence for future interactions with the other. It is necessary that the actors learn 
to recognise and understand the mutual difference. For in order to participate in shaping 
the reality of a world society, the conditions that create or generate realities are central. 
These conditions or even supposed constraints are biologically, sociologically, politically 
and also culturally determined and relevant for a global or even a science-specific dis-
course. Realities and the handling of them do not take place in an external, culturally free 
of culturally connoted identities, but rather through understanding and coordination in 
scientific interaction or cooperation. 

In the interculturality debate, there are many different guiding and controversial terms 
(Kirloskar-Steinbach et al. 2012).7 Among other things, the concept of transculturation, 
which is primarily represented by Wolfgang Welsch, was developed in the 1990s as a coun-
ter-concept (Welsch 1994). However, the two concepts of inter- and transculturation 
cannot be clearly separated from each other and have numerous overlaps. Transculturality 
implies the crossing of constructed cultural boundaries by the actors. It assumes that cul-
tures are networked and hybrid, just as interculturality also assumes the permeability of 
borders and heterogeneity within ‘one’ culture. The concept of interculturality is wrongly 
assumed to have a primordial understanding of culture (Welsch 2011: 321f.). For this 
assumed concept of culture is not the core of the interculturality concept of intercultural 
humanities, but rather the inclusion of diversity and plurality. Interculturality is not a 
state but a dynamic concept of social practice, and thus an ongoing process. It is negoti-
ated between two or more actors from different cultural orientations, with intercultural 
action taking place in the interspace of this encounter. In an age of border transgressions 
or global and digital migration, the potential of interculturality lies in the cooperative 
border spaces. The difference between cultures is seen as a productive in-between, which 
is a space of exploration and discovery, but also of suppression. 

The key concepts of interculturality are: the appreciation or recognition of the other 
as well as of different constructions of reality; the perspective on difference as a resource; 
self-reflection and reflection on others; the focus on common ground; and the goal of 
cooperative design or the use of synergies. The concept of interculturality is used in many 
humanities as a suffix to define themselves as a subject and to emphasise their own per-
spective, which is why we understand them as intercultural humanities according to their 
self-understanding.

Intercultural Humanities: Interculturality as a Global 
Academic Mindset Using the Example of the Three ‘Old and 
New Humanities’ or Timeless Humanities: Intercultural German 
Studies – Intercultural Philosophy – Intercultural Theology
The perspectivation and entanglement of the humanities with culture led to a transfor-
mation of their perspective on culture and finally to an ‘intercultural transformation’ 
(Schellhammer 2015: 109) of classical humanities departments. The central assumption 
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is that cultures are based on exchange (for example, acceptance, imitation or rejection). 
The concept of culture of intercultural humanities is open, connectable (to anthropology, 
behavioural sciences, cultural analysis and cultural concepts of other cultures) and versa-
tile. It is not homogeneous, timeless or free of contradictions, but is shaped by dialogue. 
Intercultural humanities sees itself as an applied, multidimensional cultural science, with 
a concept of culture that is as open as it is multidimensional, and which understands 
difference as a resource and potential. Using the following examples, the blatant inter-
cultural transformations of the three selected disciplines of philosophy, German language 
and literature studies and the potential of the intercultural are presented genealogically 
and the potential of the intercultural is traced. This makes it possible to create common 
perspectives and not monocultural solutions to problems or one-sided cartographies of 
the world that bring danger rather than welfare and equality. These three disciplines are 
presented as examples, but the experience with transformation and an intercultural per-
spective is transferable to other disciplines. The practical support and promotion of such a 
development is described and demanded in this chapter as necessary. The three presented 
intercultural humanities – Intercultural German Studies, Intercultural Philosophy and 
Intercultural Theology, grown from former traditional subjects of the ‘classical’ university 
– are characterised by intercultural transformation for coming to terms with their sub-
ject-specific pasts. The dialogic reappraisal of the respective past of the subject, such as 
the postcolonial heritage or the hegemony of Western concepts or a Western-influenced 
academic canon, is to be seen as a participation in the shaping of a new intercultural his-
tory of mentality, which can be found both in the universities and in other socio-political 
institutions. The recognition of (cultural) diversity in philosophy, religion and literary 
studies is central to making the diversity in the human production of faith, thought and 
knowledge available to all, because all are cultural productions, which in turn have an 
impact on human co-existence and interaction with the world that surrounds people, as 
well as interaction with human and non-human actors. Education is thus to be seen as an 
intercultural process per se. A critical meta-reflection is needed which takes into account 
the plurality of educational traditions and for the forms of learning that have been 
ingrained in people’s cultures of knowledge and wisdom over the centuries if learning is 
to contribute to a meaningful life (Schellhammer 2015: 110). Cultural products, such as 
art, music, film, literature, philosophy and religion, have an immense influence on how 
people see the world and what norms and values they represent. Furthermore, related 
ideas and concepts are also transported and researched in other disciplines of humanities 
and social sciences and have consequences beyond the academic context, as already con-
sidered in Agenda 2030. There is ‘the ethical necessity of taking cultural dimensions of 
sustainability into account, whereby culture must not be understood as an instrument for 
conveying sustainability, but as a horizon within which values and normative preferences 
can be developed in the first place’ (Kluwick and Zemanek 2019: 19 [translated by the 
authors]).

Intercultural German Studies

The paradigm shift in German studies towards a self-conception as an applied cultural 
science took place as a process in the subject even before the wave of cultural turns in 
the humanities since 1975, and it was completed with the establishment of xenology or 
the theory of foreigners in the 1980s (Wierlacher and Hudson-Wiedenmann 2000: 219). 
In the 1980s, the concept of interculturality within German studies developed into a 
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research-guiding concept and stood for a new paradigm. Since then, intercultural German 
studies has understood itself as an alien subject with framework terms such as perspective 
and recognition, which refers to people both as researchers and those who are researched. 
The perspective is characterised by recognition of the point of view or the reflection of 
the respective point of view as well as by an open and different view of man. The classical 
image of man as a reasonable white man is outdated – actors can be anyone. The human 
being has relevance, but so does the respective context or the specific conditions of knowl-
edge and experience. These must be acquired reciprocally as one’s own or other people’s 
or other lifeworld knowledge. A partial task of intercultural humanities is to provide the 
tools for this knowledge acquisition; namely, the ability to think critically about one’s own 
and not just the foreign and to go beyond mere naming, i.e., to think about the other in a 
culturally conscious way. Interculturality opens up the perspective of a mutual interrela-
tion of different cultural contexts and notions of a process resulting from this interrelation. 
The examination of culture takes place in the interaction between cultures, people and 
things. Interculturality is a mode of cooperative self-enlightenment and scientific part-
nership (Wierlacher 2003: 259), i.e., the process of overcoming ethnocentrism through 
cultural bridging and reciprocal perspectives, which allows the other and the foreign 
not only to be thought through but also to be perceived with different eyes. This is what 
makes a common understanding conceivable in the first place and creates the prerequisites 
for a dialogue that nobody dominates from the outset. Understanding the other and the 
foreign is based on the act of self-understanding and is dependent on interaction. Thus, 
interculturality is also a constitutional process and an expression of a cultural overlap sit-
uation (Wierlacher 2003: 260), which does not force the contrast between one’s own and 
the other, or the foreign, but rather focuses on the mutual constitution of identities, the 
interaction processes of people and the respective context. Interculturality as a creative 
mileu of active tolerance (Wierlacher 2003: 261) ideally promotes the overcoming of 
dichotomies such as own–foreign by jointly shaping a ‘third’, while recognising the equal 
rights of culturally different positions.

Intercultural Philosophy

For intercultural philosophy, too, the criticism of a centrism that regarded philosophy 
primarily as a product of the West led to the assumption of a need for dialogue. As an 
alternative to the comparative or dialogical procedure, Wimmer introduced the intercul-
tural polyphony, or the concept of the polylogue. This is defined as follows: ‘Conversation 
between many about one subject’ (Wimmer 2004: 67 [translated by the authors]). It is a 
conversation between people ‘who are culturally shaped in different ways’ (Wimmer 2004: 
73 [translated by the authors]). With reference to a philosophy orientation that distin-
guishes between a comparative and an intercultural philosophy, the polylogue is about the 
participation of many traditions instead of an East–West comparison without the Global 
South. This reflects a critique of comparison without dialogue and calls for a common 
comparison characterised by ‘openness to the other and equality of different partners’ 
as an ideal of intercultural philosophy. The ‘inter’ serves as a space for understanding. 
For only there does culturality become clear through interaction or perspectivation. The 
inter is not a space of cultural entities, but rather depends on actors, because its essence 
is shaped by change, exchange and the shaping of lifeworlds and realities by the actors. 
Cultures can only perceive themselves in their cultural reality in the intercultural encoun-
ter, because there the basic experiences on which the individual cultures rest are experi-
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enced (Weidtmann 2016: 180). Intercultural philosophy can be seen as a ‘corrective’ to 
comparative philosophy (Mall 2003: 44f.), which until now has focused on comparative 
studies of non-European philosophical traditions with an emphasis on difference, thus 
reproducing a classical Eurocentric heritage of philosophy. In contrast to this: ‘The theme 
of intercultural philosophy (. . .) is the communication processes taking place between dif-
ferent philosophical traditions’ (Staub 2009: 298 [translated by the authors]). In contrast 
to comparative philosophy, intercultural philosophy is not only observational but also 
action-oriented (Staub 2009: 298), and it is characterised by the fact that it sets in motion 
a mutual process of understanding, ‘which makes the former objects of comparative phi-
losophy the subjects of conversation’ (Staub 2009: 304 [translated by the authors]). The 
normative relevance of intercultural discourse and thus of mutual recognition is brought 
to the point by Wimmer using the example of human rights, thus building a bridge both 
to the theoretical understanding of interculturality as a normative concept and to the 
practical understanding of interculturality as an operable concept for education, sustain-
ability and human rights: ‘The path to demonstrating universal validity or recognition of 
human rights as well leads via dialogues and polyloge and therefore actually has only one 
prerequisite – that people take each other seriously as argumentators’ (Wimmer 2004: 
178 [translated by the authors]). Thereby all philosophical approaches from the different 
regional traditions of thought have in common that they are open ‘to culturally different 
traditions of thought as well as in the search for an orientation of a future world society’ 
(Wimmer 2004: 50 [translated by the authors]). Ideally, the polylogue is preceded by a 
debate between different traditions on issues such as method, concepts or questions of 
truth. For no philosophical thesis is well-founded if it only comes from one cultural tra-
dition (Wimmer 2004: 51). This leads to the recognition and treatment of formerly mute 
voices as equal partners in dialogue.

Intercultural Theology

Intercultural theology is closely connected with a postcolonial heritage and was for a long 
time also methodically Eurocentric in its approaches. At the latest, since 2005 missiology 
with its Eurocentric educational claim of missionarisation understands itself as intercul-
tural theology (Feldtkeller 2013: 4):

The subject in its current orientation is dedicated in a broad theological perspec-
tive to  the encounter and discussion of Christianity with non-Christian religions 
as well as to the theological perspective of Christianity’s encounter and discussion 
with non-Christian religions and the theological reflection of non-Western dialects 
of Christianity in close relation to general economic questions. (Feldtkeller 2013: 4 
[translated by the authors])

This also includes the realisation that non-Western forms of Christianity cannot be 
described with Western categories, which results from the break with the European history 
of origin and the contextual diversity of non-Western variants and with it the associated 
own diverse identities (Hock 2011: 22f.). While intercultural theology is regarded as 
overcoming missiology (Feldkeller 2013: 5), it is also critically questioned whether the 
emergence of intercultural theology is a transformation or continues to be missiology with 
a new label (Hock 2011: 22). Furthermore, the question arises as to whether the inter-
cultural debate is not a specifically European project: ‘the fact that intercultural theology 
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began its life as part of a European conversation on culture and transcendence’ (Ustorf 
2008: 229). For outside of Europe one continues to hold on to Mission Studies by name, 
because a new subject title is not absolutely necessary, since Christianity per se is inter-
cultural. However, it is recognised that the combination of missiology and intercultural 
theology, as it is institutionally usual at most German universities, has proved fruitful, and 
it is seen as a necessity ‘for change of attitude and style in the way we discuss and relate 
with people of other cultural and religious traditions in our missiological research and 
education’ (Oborji 2008: 113). Decisive for the paradigm shift in the 1970s in theology is 
the change of attitude towards people of other cultures, which ‘takes the autonomy and 
value of foreign religions and cultures theologically into account by being ready to listen 
to and learn from the religious-cultural other’ (Schmidt-Leukel 2011: 8 [translated by 
the authors]). Especially in Europe, the intercultural orientation represents an attempt 
to correct postcolonial guilt, as it has determined the debate since the 1970s until today. 
‘Intercultural theology does not think on behalf of others, but reflects its own premises 
in the presence of these others and, if things go well, together with them’ (Ustorf 2008: 
244f.). This also includes acceptance of the missionary in Christianity of other non-Eu-
ropean forms and a non-European self-definition of the discipline. Just as the polylogue 
interreligious dialogues are a central dimension of intercultural theology (Friedli 1987: 
183f.), which in the ideal case lead to the shaping of common attitudes and finally to 
a so-called global ethic (Küng 1995), here too we find a draft of the interdisciplinarily 
shared concept of xenology, the teaching of understanding the foreign. Differences in faith 
are not understood as a problem or boundary to be solved, but they should be made fruitful 
in interreligious dialogue (Sundermeier 1996: 38).

As already in postcolonial feminist philosophy, feminist and intercultural theology 
also focus on who the interlocutors of this aspired polylogue are. The role of religion 
in culture and society is relevant for the localisation of women in general and for the 
establishment and consolidation of images of women, which is why there are also femi-
nist currents in intercultural theology, whether in the interpretation of the Bible (Dube 
2000) or in the theological practice of women in non-European countries (Fabella 1993). 
Historically, there is also a connection with the examination of the postcolonial her-
itage of women in mission history (Smith 2007) or the export of a European ideal of 
women to the colonies (Prodolliet 1987). Thereby Intercultural theology/mission stud-
ies deals with emancipation movements as well as with the perpetuation of Christian-
promoted traditional women’s roles. Intercultural theology works in interdisciplinary 
exchange with gender studies against the (new) invention of women from foreign cul-
tural contexts or other non-European religions (Walz 2003). Heike Walz pleads for the 
deconstruction of Euro-American-centred conceptions of gender in intercultural the-
ology and gender studies, because thereby new horizons for the development of a gen-
der-sensitive intercultural theology open up, which makes it its future task ‘to take a 
critical look at tendencies of a Euro-American-centric gender imperialism, to take note 
of gender theory formation and theology from non-European, southern drafts, to enter 
into dialogue with them and to let them change us’ (Walz 2010: 129 [translated by the 
authors]).							     

The development of a classical European humanities scholarship as outlined here 
through its interdisciplinary practice and intercultural perspective represents a disci-
pline of intercultural humanities which recognises the other and the knowledge of the 
other and opens up the foundation for the prospect of ‘a viable value basis for inter-
cultural relations in the process of globalization’ (Rüsen 2009: 15 [translated by the 
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authors]) beyond scholarship by recognising different traditions of mentalities. Paradigm 
shifts in philosophy, theology and also German studies, with its branch of folklore, lead 
to dialogue/polylogue with the former objects, without which the recognition of the 
other, self-reflection and the will for transformation would lead to a waste of global 
potential.					   

Interculturality as a Normative Global Concept of Action and Education with 
Current Relevance

Without interculturality as a perspective in research and teaching, as well as a normative 
concept of action, questions about how we want to live and what values we want to orient 
our actions in areas such as climate protection, justice or education cannot be answered. 
Culture and cultural products have one key function: intercultural dialogue or polylogue 
another. Only through interculturality are fruitful and sustainable solutions to universal 
global problems possible. It must first be clarified which conditions make intercultural 
scientific discussions possible (Albrecht and Bogner 2017: 29ff.). For this purpose, ‘more 
and more people (. . .) need and expect multilingual and multi-cultural competence and 
a well-founded knowledge of peculiarity, otherness and foreignness as part of their basic 
intellectual equipment’ (Wierlacher and Albrecht 2003: 280 [translated by the authors]). 
For different thinking promotes new solutions and strategies. One’s own actions and those 
of others influence these situations. The actions can be traced back to the cultural context 
and standpoint of the individual as well as to motives, meaningfulness and values which, 
as pre-orienting patterns, determine the actions. The cultural context becomes the object 
of consideration and the starting point for scientific action. 

All examples are characterised by a classical tradition in the humanities, which have 
undergone a transformation through interaction with partners from other disciplines or 
countries who have shaped new fruitful concepts that have a global social impact beyond 
the university environment. These developments show that the humanities were and 
are crisis-tested and open to constant change, and that they have experience that they 
are happy to share with others. On a practical level, the maintenance of innumerable 
programmes and the structural design to promote international cooperation in order to 
position themselves internationally have long been part of the day-to-day business of 
universities in Europe and around the world. Even if the aim is to enhance diversity and 
difference in order to promote global learning, there is criticism that the internationali-
sation of universities is rather a uniformity measure (Schellhammer 2015: 109). Even the 
dominance of English as the single language (Lenzen 2012: 77) and the narrow-minded, 
arrogant adherence to Western intellectual traditions and attitudes – which are found 
above all in the departments represented here, but also in other departments beyond the 
humanities – are criticised for working against the basic idea of the value of intercultural 
diversity. The intercultural humanities are people-centred, considering context, whereby 
(self-) reflection is both a central tool and a central object. The intercultural humanities 
are examples of global learning, which defines itself as the recognition of lifeworld context 
in its globality and the development of local possibilities for action, which means taking 
global developments and at the same time local conditions, developments and practices 
into account (Kluwick and Zemanek 2019: 16). Global learning has the goal of ‘achieving 
a dignified life for all and preserving the natural foundations of life for future generations 
(. . .) Education for sustainability is also education for peace and respect for human rights’ 
(Wanning 2019: 302 [translated by the authors]).
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Summary
We have shown that interculturality, in its institutionalised form and not only implic-
itly present, has a valuable impact both in research and education and in global society. 
Through the cooperative reflection of their professional tradition and a dynamisation of 
their core concepts, plus the necessary perspective on diversity, the intercultural human-
ities can act and take responsibility beyond the university on a global social level. The 
starting point of this chapter was the assumption that the concept of culture has always 
been present in the humanities. We argued that the intercultural humanities themselves 
have implemented these paradigms in the course of their profiling. Furthermore, we argued 
that intercultural humanities have always been present in an interdisciplinary way, even if 
culture was initially considered without meaning. Intercultural humanities as an academic 
discipline has become increasingly clear over the last forty years and assumes that research 
and teaching are carried out from a cultural perspective. Its potential lies above all in the 
use of various fruitful perspectives and synergies and at the same time in its bridging func-
tion in the international university landscape. Interculturality is insufficiently represented 
outside of the subjects that define themselves as intercultural humanities, because it is only 
implicit. The subjects presented are evidence of the sustainable, global and cooperative 
potential inherent in them. The institutionalisation of the intercultural in the humanities 
and the resulting networking makes the potential of intercultural humanities observable 
and measurable. The translation of critical thinking into structured courses of study is one 
of the core services of intercultural humanities to sustainably and continuously maintain 
the relevance of the humanities as a whole:

The humanities and the arts are being cut away, in both primary/secondary and college/
university education, in virtually every nation of the world. Seen by policy-makers as 
useless frills, at a time when nations must cut away all useless things in order to stay 
competitive in the global market, they are rapidly losing their place in curricula, and 
also in the minds and hearts of parents and children. (Nussbaum 2010: 2)

Universities and world society are challenged to counteract this, both on a theoretical 
and practical level. The bundling of experiences and perspectives and the establishment 
of new forms of cooperation mean using synergies and opportunities of intercultural 
diversity and intercultural dialogues. More than ever, it is clear that different actors from 
politics, business and education must assume a global role in order to meet the challenges 
of our time. Even though Agenda 2030 has already formulated seventeen central goals, 
the so-called goals for sustainable development, the process is not progressing fast enough. 
Scientists are forced not only to talk but also to act and find out what works, and why and 
why not. Failure is also an opportunity to learn. In order to find out what will be useful in 
the future, you need not only an institution that does a good job but a network of teaching 
and research beyond the borders of the university and beyond the borders of a country. But 
it is not enough to bring together outstanding scientists with an intercultural background. 
Even if the actors are highly motivated, there are factors that reduce and promote success, 
such as the importance of structure and context: time, space, communication, and iden-
tity. Sharing experiences and learning from each other is necessary to develop ideas for 
actions with a global character, as they are increasingly needed. Everyone must be part of 
it and be involved: either we do it together or we can’t do it. The task of the intercultural 
humanities is to make this visible to all actors, whether from politics or business, and to 
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the public; because we share responsibility for our common future: sustainability is every-
one’s business.

Notes
1.	 Cf. Brundtland-Report ‘Our Common Future’, UN World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED) (ed.) (1987). 
2.	 Cf. UNESCO (2013): The Hangzhou Declaration. Placing Culture at the Heart of Sustainable 

Development Policies. Adopted in Hangzhou, People’s Republic of China, on 17 May 2013.
3.	 A brief reference is made here as an example of the ongoing academic discourse: Immanuel Kant 

(1798), Der Streit der Fakultäten: In drey Abschnitten, Königsberg: Nicolovius.
4.	 A brief reference should be made here to the report of the Global University Network for 

Innovation (GUNi), Higher Education in the World 7th Humanities and Higher Education: Synergies 
between Science, Technology and Humanities, with the core topic of interdisciplinarity from 2019.

5.	 Cf. Albert Schweitzer (1923), Verfall und Wiederaufbau der Kultur, München: Beck; cf. William 
Durant (1935), Die Geschichte der Zivilisation, Bern: Francke; cf. Norbert Elias (1939), Über den 
Prozess der Zivilisation, Basel: Verlag Haus zum Falken.

6.	 Cf. Johann Gottfried Herder (1784), Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, Riga: 
Johann Friedrich Hartknoch. [Published in four parts from 1784–91.]

7.	 Examples of this are: interculturality, transculturality, multiculturality, and cross-culturality.
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