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ON ACQUISITION AND POSSESSION OF COMMONALITIES
Introduction

It's a great honor and privilege to have beeneaaMvib this international conference, and to have
been asked to deliver a keynote speech. The hergeater still since, as a philosopher, | am
not an expert in the field of transcultural Englghdies. What | might nonetheless be able to
contribute to your reflections is conceptual cleafion with respect to basic terms and

convictions. To this end, | intend to address thrderence's key term of "transculturality".

In philosophy, this term was not at all common faat, it was not even in use - when, several
years ago, | introduced it to philosophical reflaeton culturé: In the meantime it has become
more familiar in my discipline, though it still msewith reluctance. | am all the more glad that
it is so widespread in your work.

When | introduced the term “transculturality’, dtight it was a new one. Subsequently | learned
that at least the adjective "transcultural' wagmte so rare after all in cultural studies sirte t
1960s. But | was giving it a new twist at least.the older anthropological and ethnological
discussion, ‘transcultural' referred to transcaltimvariances. My objective, on the contrary,
was to use it to describe a strikingly new, conterary feature of cultures originating through
their increased blending. The main idea was thap akfferences between cultures are today
diminishing more and more, that contemporary cefuare characterized by cross-cutting
elements - and in this sense are to be comprehamldhnscultural rather than as mono-
cultural. It seemed to me (and still does) thatitierited concept of cultures as homogeneous
and closed entities has become highly inappropiiateomprehending the constitution of
today's cultures. So my basic intuition was thedrceptual update was necessary. In suggesting

1| presented a first version of the concept in 19t the title "Transkulturalitat -
Lebensformen nach der Auflosung der Kulturen" (appe inInformation Philosophie2,
1992, 5-20). Several extended versions have appeaitalian, English, Spanish and German.
The following are representative: "Transculturalf@rme di vita dopo la dissoluzione delle
culture”, inParadigmi. Rivista di critica filosoficaSondernummer "Dialogo interculturale ed
eurocentrismo” X/30, 1992, 665-689; "Transcultéyallhe Puzzling Form of Cultures Today",
in Spaces of Culture: City, Nation, Worldds. Mike Featherstone and Scott Lash (London:
Sage, 1999), 194-213; "Transculturalidad: la fomambiante de las culturas en la actualidad",
in Democracia y ciudadania en la sociedad glolads. Cristina Camachos Ramos, Miriam
Calvillo Verlasco and Juan Mora Heredia (Aragén:iMarsidad Nacional Autonoma de
México, 2001), 191-218; "Auf dem Weg zu transkudtlen Gesellschaften”, iDie Zukunft des
Menschen - Philosophische Ausblickd. Glinter Seubold (Bonn: Bouvier, 1999), 119-144
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“transculturality' | was trying to do what Hegetjed us philosophers to do, namely to grasp our
age in thought.

| still think that | was then on the right tracletyin the meantime, I've come to suspect that my
original conception is in need of a supplemente&sential point is missing. At present, most of
us think of transcultural commonalities exclusivaly a - highly welcome - effect of today's
blending of cultures. Cultures, we think, were gudifferent formerly, now they are merging
and thus commonalities are coming about. Culturierdnce is the point of departure,
commonalities are second-level acquisitions. Fuantloee, when our view of cultural blending
comes under attack, when opponents object thadévslopment will end in uniformization,
our response again shows our adherence to differéfe point out that these supposedly
uniform cultures nevertheless exhibit new formsimier diversity, that the transcultural
networks which arise sometimes differ even from odvidual to the next. - We are, both
conceptually and emotionally, bound to the conoéplifference.

This view, | think, is in need of revision. For thas another type of commonalities, one
preceding cultural difference. We tend to overlook the amooh commonalities humans
already share before cultural differences gethafground. What | have in mind here, is roughly
what was formerly referred to as universals: det@nts common to all cultures. It is to this
point that | want to direct your attention todaydoing so, however, | will give the old issue of
universals a new twist - so to speak an updatedadight of recent research in both the sciences
and the humanities.

My current picture is that transculturality - theistence of cross-cultural commonalities - is
fostered by two quite different factors operatihgexy different levels (though there is, as | will
show, also some connection). One is the currentegro of the permeation of cultures - a
process creating commonalities dyercomingdifferences. The other is much older and related
to the human condition as suchuttderliesall formation of difference. - If we takmthaspects
into account, then we might, | suspect, arrive ah@e complete picture of transculturality
altogether.

In the following, | will first summarize the mainomts of my previous account of
transculturality, and then - and above all - trypmint out the importance and impact that
universal-style commonalities have on our condition

I. From the concept of single cultures to transcalirality

1. The traditional concept of single cultures

a. The Herderian framework

> Cf. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich HegelElements of the Philosophy of Rigfi821]
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 21.
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The conception of transculturality was, in thetfpkace, meant to replace the older conception
of single cultures - a concept that had been damhsiace the end of the eighteenth century and
was paradigmatically formulated by Herder in Weother Philosophy of History for the
Education of Mankindrom 1774 and hifutlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man
between 1784 and 1781.

This older conception was characterized by threeranants: ethnic foundation, social
homogenization, and intercultural delimitation siy, culture was to be the specific culture of a
certain people - with, say, French culture beirignsically different from German culture, or
Slavic, or Japanese culture. Secondly, every aulias supposed to mould the whole life of the
people concerned, making every act and every objecnmistakable instance of precisiig
culture. Thirdly,delimitation towards the outside ensued: every culture watheasulture of
one folk, to be distinguished and to remain sepdrftom other folks' culturés.

b. Problematic consequences - arising from the weicore of the conception

The three main traits of the conception - the eraghan ethnicity, homogeneity and separation
- have certainly become untenable today, in bosicrijgive and normative respects.

Let me highlight just one point. Having noted thewery nation has itsentre of happiness
within itselfjust as each sphere its centre of gravitiierder continues: "Everything which is
still the sameas my nature, which can bssimilatedtherein, | envy, strive towards, make my
own; beyond thiskind nature has armed me witisensibility coldnessandblindness it can
even becomeontemptanddisgust’® So Herder advocates the double feature of empbasis
the own and exclusion of the foreign. "Prejudideg, says, "is good [...] for it makes for
happiness’ Conversely, any reference to another cultureghas beyond use for its own ends
is damaging, is "alreadiness'.®

% Johann Gottfried Herdefutlines of a Philosophy of the History of MéKew York:
Bergman Publishers, 1966). The work first appearddur separate parts, each of five books,
in the years 1784, 1785, 1787 and 1791, publishedeoHartknoch press in Riga and Leipzig.

* To be sure, Herder's conception also contains eslmwhich we may still value: the
emphasis on "everyday culture”, or the equitaldegrition of all cultures, so different from the
Enlightenment's unificatory and Eurocentric assessmFor views on Herder's possible
contemporary relevance, séterder Today ed. Kurt Mueller-Vollmer (Berlin: de Gruyter,
1990).

> Johann Gottfried Herdefuch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur BildunguEnschheit
[1774], Werke vol. 4 (Frankfurt/Main: Deutscher Klassiker Vegrld994), 9-107, here 39.

® Ibid.
7 Ibid.

8 Ibid., 40.



The conception's basic failing is to envisage cefitas closed spheres. Exclusion and conflict
logically follow from this. For different spheresach closed on itself, cannot communicate or
mingle with each other but, as Herder states, cén"alash with one anoth&?f (This, by the
way, is the original version of the "clash of dzations".)

2. The concept of transculturality

Today's cultures can obviously no longer be desdribs closed spheres or in terms of inner
homogeneity and outer separation. Rather they bagacterized by manifold mixing and
permeationd? It is this new form of cultures that | call tran#aral, since it goebeyondthe
traditional concept of culture aqmhsses througlraditional boundaries as a matter of course. -
Let me briefly summarize the main points of my cptc

a. Macro-level: permeations

At the macro-level contemporary cultures are miyltgiharacterized bfybridization- on the
levels of population, merchandise and informatibhe entanglements are a consequence of
migratory processes, as well as of communicatigatgess and economic interdependencies -
and, of course, also dependencies. Worldwide, istroountries, live members of most other
countries of this planet; in the case of merchan(is exotic as it may once have been) the new
condition is evident anyway; and finally the glob@tworking of communications technology
makes all sorts of information available everywhere

Cultural mixing occurs not only (as is often toceesidely stated) at the low level of Coke,
McDonalds, MTV or CNN, but in highbrow culture agllw This has been the case for a long
time - think, for example, of Puccini and Chinesaisio; of Gauguin and Tahiti; of
expressionism and African art; or of Messiaen amdial Or take the example of medicine:
whereas Western medicine is on the advance in Astamtries, in the West people are
increasingly turning to acupuncture, Qigong undrigda.

The effects of permeation even affect basic culguastions. Today the same basic problems
and similar states of consciousness appear inresltonce considered to be fundamentally
different - think, for example, of human rights deds, feminist movements or ecological

awareness. They are powerful unifying factors acties board culturally.

Put tersely: As a result of the increasing integbetion of cultures there is no longer anything
absolutely foreignAccordingly, there is no longer anythiegclusively owreither. Authenticity
has become folklore, it is ownness simulated fdrerst - to whom the indigene himself

% Ibid., 39.

19 We are mistaken when we continue to speak of Qerf@nch, Japanese, Indian, etc.
cultures as if these were clearly defined and destities; what we really have in mind when
speaking this way angolitical or linguisticcommunities, not trulgultural formations.
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belongs:' In a culture's internal design there is today alm@s much foreignness as in its
external relations with other culturésThe delimitation of own-culture and foreign cutituras
become invalid?

b. Micro-level: transcultural formation of individ uals

Transculturality is gaining ground not only at thacrocultural level, but also at the individual's
micro-level. For most of us, multiple cultural cexions are decisive in terms of our cultural
formation. We are cultural hybrids. Today's wrifeha example, are shaped not by a single
homeland, but by differing reference countries.iifbgtural formation is transcultural. As Amy
Gutmann put it: "Most people's identities, not jstern intellectuals or elites, are shaped by
more than a single culture. Not only societies, gmaple are multicultural* And this is likely

to become even more so in the futtrre.

1 Conversely the foreign is considered the own cetept as a matter of course. In Kyoto,
accompanied by Japanese friends, | entered a r&stan which everything appeared genuinely
Japanese and asked my companions whether everytbiageally was completely Japanese,
including the chairs which we had just sat downTimey seemed astonished by the question,
almost annoyed, and hastily assured me that evegythere - even the chairs - was completely
Japanese. But | knew the chairs: they were a mtiih", designed by Mario Bellini and
produced by Cassina in Milan. Some minutes lateo longer dared even to ask about the
crockery we were eating from (Suomi series platedyred by Rosenthal in Germany). - What
is astonishing is not that European furniture aratlery should be found here, but that the
Japanese held them to be products of their ownreulThat the foreign and own has become
indistiguishable for them serves witness to théudransculturality.

12 Sociologically viewed, this is a familiar fact @d "[...] people belong to many different
cultures and the cultural differences are as likelybe within states (i.e. between regions,
classes, ethnic groups, the urban and ruraeseenstates” (Anthony King, "Architecture,
Capital and the Globalization of Culture", @lobal Culture: Nationalism, globalization and
modernity A Theory, Culture & Society special issue, edkélFeatherstone, London: Sage,
1990, 397-411, here 409). "[...] cultural diverdgynds now to be as great within nations as it is
between them" (UIf HannerZCultural Complexity. Studies in the Social Orgati@a of
Meaning New York: Columbia University Press, 1992, 231).

13 Incidentally, this is reflected in a famous thésiginalytic philosophy. According to Quine
and Davidson the problem of translation betweifierentsocieties and languages is structually
not at all unlike, and in no way greater or moranalitic than withirone and the sansociety
and language.

14 Amy Gutmann, "The Challenge of Multiculturalism Rolitical Ethics",Philosophy &
Public Affairs 22, no. 3 [1993], 171-206, here 183.

15 Sociologists have been telling us since the s@eetitat modern lives are to be understood
"as a migration through different social worlds @sdthe successive realization of a number of
possible identities" (Peter L. Berger, Brigitte &, Hansfried KellnerThe Homeless Mind.
Modernization and Consciousnessew York: Random House, 1973, 77) and that we all



c. Cultural diversity of a new type

What is the result of this? Some intellectuals fibat the entanglements at the macro and
microlevels will result in straightforward uniforgeation - the loss of cultural difference. That is
wrong. For even if people draw on the same seultfial elements, they will probably give
those elements different weight and a differentralVe@rrangement. And differences will of
course be even greater when people draw on sesedativerse cultural elements. Identity
networks woven from partly the same and from patitferent threads are not all of the same
color and pattern.

What changes is thigpe of cultural variety. Differences no longer emelgween different
kinds of monolothic identities, but between idgntaonfigurations that have some elements in
common while differing in other elements, in th@irangement as a whole, and often in their
complexity.

d. Transculturality - already in history

possess "multiple attachments and identities" es&icutting identities”, as Bell put it (Daniel
Bell, The Winding Passage. Essays and Sociological Jgarb®860-1980Cambridge, Mass.:
Abt Books, 1980, 243). What once may have applidg i exquisite subjects like Montaigne,
Novalis, Whitman, Rimbaud or Nietzsche - major ades and prophets of a pluralistic
identity - seems to be becoming the structurerobat everybody today. Montaigne had stated:
"I have nothing to say about myself absolutely, @ymand solidly, without confusion and
without mixture, or in one word. [...] we are akltphwork, and so shapeless and diverse in
composition that each bit, each moment, plays ws game” (Michel de Montaign& he
Complete Essays$rans. Donald M. Frame, Stanford: Stanford UrsitgPress, 1992, 242 and
244 resp. [l 1]). Novalis wrote that one persofissveral people at once", since "pluralism™ is
"our innermost essence" (Noval&chriften eds. Paul Kluckhohn and Richard Samuel, vol. 3:
Das philosophische Werk, IBtuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1983, 250 [63] and 57pr¢B07]). Walt
Whitman declared: "l am large ... | contain mutligs” (Walt Whitmanl_eaves of GrasgSong

of Myself"], 1855, New York: Penguin Books, 1983, @314-1316]). Rimbaud stated "JE est
un autre” (Arthur Rimbaud, Letter to Paul DemenwajM5, 1871], ilEuvres complétedaris:
Gallimard, 1972, 249-254, here 250). And Nietzssh&l of himself that he was "glad to
harbour [...] not ‘one immortal soul’, baotany mortal soulswithin® (Friedrich Nietzsche,
Menschliches, Allzumenschliches. Ein Buch fir f@asster. Zweiter Bandsamtliche Werke.
Kritische Studienausgabe in 15 Bandeol. 2, eds. Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari,
Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1980, 38&7]); he also coined the formula of the
"subject as a multitude" (Nietzsche, Nachgelasdenagmente. Juli 1882 bis Herbst 1885,
Samtliche Werke. Kritische Studienausgabe in 15d&&nvol. 11, 650 [August-September
1885]). - On the issue of the plural subject se bay "Subjektsein heute - Uberlegungen zur
Transformation des Subjekts" (Deutsche ZeitschiurfPhilosophie, 39 (1991), no. 4, 347-365)
and my Vernunft. Die zeitgentssische Vernunftkritik und déonzept der transversalen
Vernunft (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1995), Second Part, giraXIV: "Transversalitat und
Subjektivitat", 829-852.



There is a further point | do not want to fail temtion. Transculturality is in no way completely
new historically , in fact it has been widespreaadistory.

Carl Zuckmayer once wonderfully described thi§ e Devil's General...] just imagine your
line of ancestry, from the birth of Christ on" Jjust imagine the procession of your ancestors -
since the birth of Christ", General Harras sayigetdtenant Hartmann. And then he provides the
full picture of Hartmann's ancestry: "There wasomfan Captain, a dark fellow, brown as a ripe
olive; he managed to teach Latin to his blonde @irlthe banks of the Rhine; then a Jewish
spice dealer came into the family, a serious man wtnverted to Christianity before the
wedding and founded the Catholic tradition in treude. Then a Greek doctor, a Celtic
Legionnaire, a Grisonian landsknecht, a Swedislgitnione of Napoleon's soldiers, a deserting
Cossack, a Black Forest raftsman, a wandering mailg@prentice from Alsace, a fat boatsman
from Holland, a Magyar, a Pandour, an officer fréfienna, a French actor, a Bohemian
musician; and all the whole mixed-up crowd thaediy brawled, drank, and sang and begot
children along the River Rhine! That Goethe charatie came out of the same pot. Also a guy
named Beethoven, and Gutenberg, and - ah, whatewkit up in the encyclopedia! They were
the best, my friend! The best in the world! And ®IBecause the nations mixed there like the
waters from the springs and brooks and riversftinattogether in one great living strearf."

This, | think, is a realistic description of a K@i historical genesis and of the mixed

constitution of its members. When today, in the @fgglobalization, we witness interpenetration

of cultures, this is not a completely new phenomenmather such permeation was already
typical of cultures in the past, though perhapa tesser degree. Edward Said may well have
been right in saying: "All cultures are hybrid; moof them is pure; none of them is identical to

a “pure' folk; none of them consists of a homogerabric.’

16 carl ZuckmayerThe Devil's General1946], in Masters of Modern DraméNew York:
Random House, 1963), 911-958, here 930 [trans|atiadified)].

17 Edward W. Said: "Kultur und Identitat - EuropasbStindung aus der Einverleibung der
Welt", Lettre International 34 (1996), 21-25, here 24. Similarly, from a pidphical point of
view, J. N. Mohanty stated, "that talk of a cultufeich evokes the idea of a homogeneous form
is completely misleading. Indian culture, or Hindulture consists of completely different
cultures. [...] A completely homogeneous subcultaneot to be found” (Jitendra N. Mohanty,
"Den anderen verstehen”, Philosophische Grundlagen der Interkulturaljt@d. R.A. Mall,
Amsterdam: Rodolpi, 1993, 115-122, here 118). "baa of cultural purity is a myth" (ibid.,
117). Jacques Derrida sayH:i8 peculiar to a culture, that it is never iderat with itself There
is no culture and no cultural identity without thigferencetowards itself (Jacques Derrida,
"Das andere Kap", ilbas andere Kap. Die vertagte Demokratie - Zwei ¥ssau Europa
Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1992, 9-80, here 12 EiRBrague has pointed out how European
identity is characterized by the sense of its distafrom a double origin: "What's specific to
European identity lies in its “cultural secondassiein the knowledge of its not being original,
but having before it something else, somethingrprioulturally Greek antiquity, religiously
Judaism" (Rémi Bragud&uropa - Eine exzentrische ldentjt&rankfurt: Campus, 1993). - As
soon as one observes the cultural fictions of ypumibre closely and realistically, they rapidly
break up into a series of transcultural entanglésnen



e. Transcultural possession and further acquisitiorof commonalities

| have already made clear why transculturality doessimply lead to uniformization but is
intrinsically linked with the emergence of diveysiif a new type®*® Transcultural identity
networks aren't all the same in their repertoire structure. Even when people draw on similar
cultural elements, | said, they will probably giteem different weight and a different overall
arrangement.

So difference is not vanishing, but m®deis changing. Difference, as traditionally providad
single cultures, certainly is diminishing. Instedifferences between transcultural networks
arise. These networks, however, also have somesatermm common while differing in others.
So there is always some overlap between them -l{ffa@semblances”, as Wittgenstein put it.

The result of this is a greater chance for comnatiun, linking up and understanding than ever
before. The common stock of overlapping elemenfscommonalities that have arisen through
the development of transcultural networks in thstfplace - provides a basis for further
exchange and agreement. On an initial ground of ncomalities a second range of

commonalities can be developed which may even dsmmlements that hadn't previously
seemed capable of being agreed upon. Many of tbesend-level commonalities will be

pragmatic in tone.

In short: The transcultural orientations providérst set of commonalities and, on their basis,
allow for the development of subsequent commoealitiin other words: transcultural

18 Similar views to mine are put forward by Mike Fesstone, who argues “"against those
who would wish to present the tendency on the ¢jlieval to be one of cultural integration and
homogenization" (Mike Featherston€pnsumer culture & postmodernisrhondon: Sage,
1991, 146) and by Ulf Hannerz who says "that tlwevflof culture between countries and
continents may result in another diversity of adfubased more on interconnections than on
autonomy" (HannerZ ultural Complexity 266).

19 Incidentally, it is by no means evident that gledagion processes are correctly defined
when they are only described as unilinear expardididestern culture. One would, at the same
time, have to be attentive to considerable almatwhich the elements of the initial culture
experience in their acquisition. Stephen Greenlblatt pointed out such ambiguities in the
"assimilation of the other". He describes this, iftance, in the way the inhabitants of Bali
deal with video technology in a ritual context: thie television and the VCR [...] suggested the
astonishing pervasiveness of capitalist marketstecithology, [...] the Balinese adaptation of
the latest Western and Japanese modes of repigsesizemed so culturally idiosyncratic and
resilient that it was unclear who was assimilatimgom” (Stephen Greenblatilarvelous
Possessions: The Wonder of the New Wd&licago: Chicago University Press, 1991, 4). Ulf
Hannerz discusses similar phenomena under therngeameolization”: the uniform trends of a
‘world culture’, he demonstrates, are quickly bountd national or regional cultural profiles
and thereby experience considerable diversificadiot transformation (cf. Hannei@ultural
Complexity esp. 264 ff.).
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intersections lead to amitial acquisition of commonalities, and thpossessiorof these
consequently enablefsirther acquisitions - Needless to say, this increased possibility for
exchange and coming to terms with each other reptes: great advantage of the transcultural
constitution.

[l. Deeper-level commonalities

Having so far summarized my previous account ohstalturality, | now turn to the
complementary aspect announced in the introduclibere are not only commonalities that
arise through the permeation of cultures, | said, betehalso exist commonalities that already
precedeandunderliethe formation of cultures. I'd like to consideesglk deeper commonalities
in the following.

So am | now addressing the notorious issue of @lltiiversals? At least not directly. First I'd
like to show that transcultural experience and arge can, as a matter of principle, not be
understood without assuming something “universaletlying cultural difference. If there were
no common basis to cultures at all, then the fa&t e can transfer semantic items (beliefs,
thoughts, perceptions, yearnings, etc.) from orlfuireuto another and integrate them into a
context which originally was not theirs would bergaetely unintelligible. We usually consider
it a matter of course that such transfers are plessibut one is far less willing to accept their
condition of possibility.

Reference to cultural universals must reckon wethistance. In the realm of cultural studies an
extreme form of difference thinking is today domnmhaUnder its auspice cultural studies
flourish. To refer to universals there seems alnmdie a sacrilege. But all | want is, first, to
urge us to uséoth eyes - to take a loo#lso at elementary commonalities. And, second, our
clarificatory work cannot simply take establishedferences as its measure. It is important to
look whether there are in fact deeper commonaléres what significance accrues to them for
the understanding of cultural differences andherdcquisition of commonalities sought.

1. Fascination by works of art and literature fromforeign cultures

Let us consider the facination that outstandingkeaf art or literature from foreign cultures
can exert on us. Why do we fall under their spell?

a. Mea res agitur

20| first presented the following considerations "Rethinking identity in the age of
globalization - a transcultural perspective” 8gmposion of Beauty and Art. Festschrift fur
Tsunemichi KambayashiHiroshi Okabayashi et al. (eds), Tokyo: Keiso020333-346). An
updated version appearedirernational Yearbook of Aesthetidglume 8: "Aesthetics and/as
Globalization" (2004), 167-176.
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When confronted with such works we senseea res agiturAs distant as the origin of these
works may be in time and space, we neverthelefssteengely enough, that itvge who are at
stake. Though not made for us, the works seemdiessl us, we feel attracted and fascinated by
them. They appear to bear a promise or a challenghich we respond. Some at least seem to
develop an impulse and potential to improve andrgalour sensitivity, our comprehension and
perhaps even our way of being.

So we take those works, however distant their mrifistanced in time or space may be, to be
relevant toour orientation. We do not lock them within their anigl cultural context, rather we
experience them as transculturally effective. Ad@nomenon, | think, this is evident.

b. Objection to the modern dogma of cultural boundess

Yet this transcultural force tends to be overlookedurrent conceptualization. For in modernity
we have become accustomed to thinking that evexyilsi strictly bound to its cultural context.
We take all production, experience and cognitionbt fully determined by its cultural
framework and hence restricted to it. This is §pécally modern axiom par excellentelt is
behind the various forms of relativism, contexsrmliand culturalism today dominant in the
humanities and cultural studies. Now, to be sunéue-dependent aspects do exist. Bot
only these exist. With the named axiom - with this canmrejudice of contemporary cultural
studies ("Kulturwissenschaften") - we are blindmgselves to the obviously not culture-bound
but transcultural potential of outstanding semaitgims like, for example, artworks.

Instead of spiriting this potential away througtidfan the modern decree, we should be trying
to give it an appropriate rendering. We need, iktha theory which faces up to and is able to
explain this transcending of context, this transeal force of semantic items - such a theory, it
seems to me, doesn't yet exist.

c. This fascination is not culture-bound but transends cultures

The fascination works independently of familiantyth the respective culture. If you go to
Japan for the first time and visit the Ginkakujmfge in Kyoto, you will feel the strong
magnetism of the place. You may have no idea df &&htury Japanese culture, never mind of
the conditions in which the Shogun Yoshimasa ceetitis environment. Yet you are irresistibly
attracted and, after some time, may feel how theephlters your way of walking, behaving,
thinking.

It is as if a previously unknown chord in our egrste were being struck. A side we knew
nothing about and which now suddenly resonatesutnculture it was never brought to bear,
now it blossoms. As if until now we had only reatizpart of our human potential. As if this

were in fact richer than it had previously - whetheonoculturally or transculturally - been

developed.

L n recent years | have been developing an acandtritique of this axiom, which | hope
to be able to present in 2006 with the tleyond Modern Anthropocentrism



2. How are such phenomena to be explained?
a. Insufficiency of the hermeneutic approach

How are phenomena of this kind to be explained? Sthadard explanation, that given by
hermeneutics, fails. It claims that all understagdis ultimately determined by the cultural
context one belongs to. But this is highly implalesi

If someone grew up in Paris and studied at PatisStIDenis, this obviously doesn't in itself
give him a deep understanding of the St. Denis &clatth, Gothic style's foundational piece of
architecture. For this he must - like everybody elacquire a lot of additional knowledge. But
for this acquisition he is, again, neér sebetter prepared by a Parisian childhood than,asay,
childhood in Vancouver or Nagoya. None of thesddbbiods facilitates or rules out thorough
understanding. (Today American scholars write thlestninformed and fascinating books on
European art.)

In the same way, the primary fascination works iway that is culture independent in the
clearest of senses. People frawery cultural context experience the magnetism of the
Ginkakuji temple. None of them, neither people frastd Europe™ (an expresssion coined by
Napoleon nor any of the Japanese visitors lived in theopewhen this temple was erected.
Neither contemporariness nor belonging to the tiffe history" really plays any role hete-

It must instead be something in the human makesupuah that makes us receptive to the
attraction of the place: something beyond the reafirapecific cultural formation, something
precultural, something related to the human pakatid constitution as such.

b. The deep subcultural dimension

Even if it were the case that we inevitably appnoabat is unknown to us through the set of
views and possibilities provided by our culturahdiion (as hermeneutics thinks), it would still
be true that we can experience the culture-tranigogmorce of works like the Ginkakuji temple
only because there is a framework-transcending riBioa inherent to our cultural condition.
Amidst our cultural formation paths to any work, matter how “exotic', open up. Our cultural
formation must in itself contain something whiclakles such paths to other cultures - and by
no means just dead ends of remaining-with-oneselfself-modelled other, but paths that really
lead to the othe?

2 A second objection to the hermeneutic approactiespto the circle of self-shackling to
which it hands over all understanding. Hermenetlicsks one can only understand the other in
terms of the own, even if in terms of a succesgiwitended own. However, this has the
consequence that one nowhere gets beyond the tfjueenaining-with-oneself in the face of a
self-modelled other. No matter how much pirouettiggnuine understanding therefore counts
as impossible. Conversely, with this consequen@&aam recogize that the hermeneutic view
must be wrong - genuine understanding of the a@tbes exist

23 In this context it is worth pointing out a staternef Tugendhat's: "I consider the idea that



In other words: Culture seems to contain two layeng cultural, and another precultural. The
culture we are acquainted with is itself one spearfoulding of a more general structure. And
due to the latter's inherence and permanence weagable of experiencing semantic items
lacking any direct connection with our cultural rfeburhis is just as in Chomsky's conception,
where any language represents a specific mouldingiigersal grammar, with this universal
structure still remaining, so that learning otrerduages is possible through processes that still
draw on universal grammar.

| do not mind whether one takes this general stracto remairbelow the level of cultural
moulding, or to bénherentto the latter (which | would prefer) - | am urgiagly that we should
be aware of this deeper layer and take it into @aco

3. "Universals"

Can we say more about this general structure -hwduacfar | have only demonstrated we must
recognize? What precisely does it consist of? latwimy is it inherent in us? And is it truly
universal?

Frankly, |1 don't like the current usage of the téemiversal'. "Universal', | think, would have to
refer to the universe or to something valid allrabe universe, as it did - as a matter of course -
in traditional use of the term. But in its modesage the term has become restricted to things
on earth, and furthermore to just one species oti,e® homo sapiensin contemporary
language "universal' just means ‘valid for all hogha Isn't that an impertinent reduction? Yet |
will (so as not to complicate things unnecessaslyfcumb to using the expression in the
modern standard sense.

So | now turn to the discussion of "universals'the older anthropological and more recent
scientific literature. Maybe this can help us taerstand better the deep culture-transcending
layers of our constitution, capacities and expegen
a. Universals in older anthropological and recent@entific discussion
aa. Unsatisfactory beginnings
“Universals' were a problematic feature from tre@tstWhen in 1873 Adolf Bastian (1826-

1905), the "father of German anthropology", statext there are universal "elementary ideas"
("Elementargedanken") which culturally develop itfalk ideas" ("Vélkergedanken® he had

our possibilities of understanding are primarilybd to the Western tradition to be a prejudice”
(Ernst Tugendhatizgozentrismus und Mystik. Eine anthropologischali§tiMunich: Beck,
2003, 135).

24 Adolf Bastian,Controversen in der Ethnologi®ol. I: Die Geographischen Provinzen in
ihren culturgeschichtlichen Berihrungspunc{&erlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1893),
translated in excerpts in Klaus-Peter KoeppiAglolf Bastian and the Psychic Unity of
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a hard time making this plausible because, evewrdicg to his own conception, these
"elementary ideas" are never directly observahlephly indirectly deducible from the manifest
plethora of folk ideas. - So are they more thatoins?

Bastian passed his idea on to his disciple FrarasBdho became the leading figure of North
American anthropology. But given the constitutivelgncealed character of the universals
assumed it was no wonder that in the more pragrohtiate of thought of the US the Boas
school turned completely to the apparent diversitycultures (think, for example, of Ruth
Benedict, Margaret Mead, Edward Sapir, Alfred Lo&lver) and developed the doctrine of
cultural relativism and incommensurability so doamnin the first half of the twentieth century.
- In this view there was simply no space for urseds.

Against this doctrine, Bronislaw Malinowski claimad1941 that cultural universals obviously
do exist. But the lists he presented were quitapgiisinting. All he could bring forward were
seven basic needs: metabolism, reproduction, bodifyforts, safety, movement, growth, and
health®® Things were hardly any better with George P. Makdofamous list of 72 human
universals, published in 1945 Murdoch proposed, for example, "tool making, gjiting,
funeral rites, greetings, hair styles, hospitaliyarriage, housing, taboos, inheritance rules,
status differentiation®’

Objections were obvious. Did these universals layeexplanatory force for the real design of
cultures? Didn't they rather look like "empty fraher "blanket categories®®Kroeber even

Mankind. The Foundations of Anthropology in NineteeCentury GermanySt. Lucia:
University of Queensland Press, 1983), 171-173.

25 Bronislaw Malinowski, "A scientific theory of cuite” [1941], inA Scientific Theory of
Culture and Other Essay€hapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Beg 1944), 1-144,
here 91.

26 George P. Murdock, "The common denominator ofucett" [1945] Culture and society.
Twenty-four essay@®ittsburg: University of Pittsburgh Press, 19@5),110, here 89.

2" Here's the full list in alphabetic order: "Age-giray, athletic sports, bodily adornment,
calendar, cleanliness training, community orgaiomatcooking, cooperative labor, cosmology,
courtship, dancing, decorative art, divination,iglon of labor, dream interpretation, education,
eschatology, ethics, ethnobotany, etiquette, fagtdling, family, feasting, fire making, folklore,
food taboos, funeral rites, games, gestures, @ihg government, greetings, hair styles,
hospitality, housing, hygiene, incest taboos, iitéwece rules, joking, kin-groups, kinship
nomenclature, language, law, luck superstitionsgicpamarriage, mealtimes, medicine,
modesty concerning natural functions, mourning,icusythology, numerals, obstetrics, penal
sanctions, personal names, population policy, ptaiticare, pregnancy usages, property rights,
propitiation of supernatural beings, puberty custoneligious ritual, residence rules, sexual
restrictions, soul concepts, status differentigteurgery, tool making, trade, visiting, weaning,
and weather control” (ibid.).

28 Cf. Elmar HolensteinMenschliches Selbstverstand(isankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1985),
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spoke of "fake universals". Clifford Geertz resuntteel criticism in 1966 by pointing out that in
order to bring cultural phenomena under such usaldreadings one must strip them of all their
specific content? What good is it to classify Confucianism, Calvinisind Buddhism together
as "religion" when one form teaches that merit ug do following rules whereas the other
excludes precisely this, and when in one caseaitraigion with God and in the other without
God? - "And as with religion, so with “marriag&‘ade’ and all the rest [.. }*Geertz asked: "Is
the fact that ‘marriage’ is universal (if it is)msnetrating a comment on what we are as the facts
concerning Himalayan polyandry, or those fanta&tistralian marriage rules, or the elaborate
bride-price systems of Bantu Africd?'Geertz's conclusion reads: "rather than movingatdw
the essentials of the human situation”, lookinghiaman universals "moves away from théf".

- Certainly a plausible critique.

bb. Refutation of radical cultural relativism and the discovery of hard universals

The situation changed however in the eighties whece paradigmatic “proofs' of radical
cultural diversity were falsified: in 1983 DerekeEman demolished Margaret Mead's Samoa-
myth** and Ekkehart Malotki did the same to Benjamin M¥korf's once so influential
declarations about Hopi languatjeThe dogma of radical cultural relativism broke doim
anthropology’ (it has survived only in cultural studies in Anveriand Europe). As a
consequence, scholars become disposed to recottsdissue of universals and also finally to
pay attention to research which had already, sanad®s earlier, demonstrated the existence of
universals of a much more solid type than thosediby Malinowski and Murdock.

Roman Jakobson had found out in 1953 that the soahdatural human languages are not a
random mix, but form a system underlain by a distinumber of binary oppositiofs.

125.

29 Clifford Geertz, "The Impact of the Concept of Dk on the Concept of Man" [1966],
The interpretation of culturedNew York: Basic Books, 1973), 33-54, here 39 f.

%0 |bid., 40.
31 |bid., 43.
32 |bid., 39.

% Derek FreemanMargaret Mead and Samoa: The making and Unmakingarof
Anthropological Myt(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983).

34 Ekkehart MalotkiHopi Time(Berlin: Mouton, 1983).

% The doctrine of radical cultural relativism wasealed to be "a myth created by linguists
and anthropologists” (Donald E. BrowHuman UniversalsNew York: McGraw-Hill, 1991,
13).

36 Cf. HolensteinMenschliches Selbstverstandrii&s.
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However, Brent Berlin's and Paul Kay's 1969 stBdgic Color Termgepresented the real
breakthrough! They showed, firstly, that whatever the numbevasfic color terms in a specific
culture is (ranging from two to eleven), the mershafrthese cultures, despite dividing up the
color spectrum quite differently (depending on theailable number of color words),
nonetheless agree almost completely when askedhwspecific color chip (of which they were
shown more than 300) represents the ideal or gmtat instance of a color they have a word
for. This consensus with respect to the focal gowit color terms proves that the basic
experience of color is not culturally determined boiversal. Secondly, Berlin and Kay found
that the order in which basic color categoriesrelaigguages is not arbitrary. If a language has
only two color words they are always white and kjdle third color is always red; if a fourth is
added, it will be either green or yellow; the fifthll be yellow or green; then come blue and
brown; and finally purple, pink, orange, and gr8g. thereare strong universal regularities -
sequences of constitution that apply in all culbure In the meantime, research on the
classification of botanical and zoological life fes has revealed similar developmental
sequence®

cc. Surface universals

In addition to this the existence of surface urgats was established. Facial expression of
emotions is one case. Studies of children born @eaf blind show that the elementary
expressions of, say, happiness or sadness arearoed or imitated (children born deaf and
blind are not capable of such learning), but foart pf an innate behavioral repertoire which is
the same across culturésAnother well-known example - this time of univdrgastures - is
raising one's eyebrows as a way of initiating comication: "as an expression of friendly
attentiveness, say when greeting at a distanc@le@voall cultures raise their eyebrows for a
sixth of a second; at the same time they lift thnegad, following this they nod and a smile
spreads®®

One might ask: are there not also cultural diffeesnin these matters? Certainly. But they are
only asecondaryphenomenon. They concern not the expressionscasbsi the willingness to
display them publicly. This was brilliantly demorasded by Paul Ekman and his associates
(21969, 1972, 1973). They did a comparative studyaplanese (who allegedly have a tendency
to mask facial expressions of emotions) and Amescavho are considered not to do so). The
result was that when with others, the Japanese akk raxpressions or substitute one for
another, while Americans do not. But when, so teakp off-stage (alone) the Japanese and

37 Brent Berlin & Paul KayBasic Color Terms: Their Universality and Evoluti(Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1969).

38 Cf. Brown,Human Universalsl4.

39 Cf. Irenaus Eibl-Eibesfeldt, "Universalien im mehlichen Sozialverhalten”, iber ganze
Mensch. Aspekte einer pragmatischen Anthropojagge Hans Rossner (Munich: Deutscher
Taschenbuch-Verlag, 1986), 82 f.

40 |bid., 89.
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Americans respond in completely the same way. 8ob#sic feature of emotions and their
facial expression is the same; differences conoatlyg "display rules", i.e. culture-specific
standards about the display of emotiths.

dd. Aesthetic universals

Another case in point are aesthetic preferencasiest of infants (3-4 months) showed that they
already prefer the same adult faces as we adwterpmhey respond with greater interest to
faces that also seem more interesting to us. Tiyies cross-culturallff So these early
preference patterns are innate, not culturallynkegwr

Furthermore, in the adult world patterns of prefeeeconcerning the opposite sex are very
similar worldwide. This has been demonstrated &oial and bodily proportions. In a famous
1993 study Devendra Singh found out that, from &rmpaint of view, the ideal female waist-
hip-ratio (WHR) is 0.7. (For Europeans: this iswetose to the famous 60:90 centimeter
measure; and for Americans 24:36 inches mightaibgll)

So these body-related patterns of aesthetic preferare also universal. They do not, of course,
determine our aesthetic preferences completely, @ne culturally formed over. Nonetheless
they represent a solid core that determinegouarary choice.

*

| have first, with reference to phonetic and lirggigi universals, pointed out deep universals;
then, with emotive and mimetic universals, surfaceversals; and finally, with aesthetic
universals, a third group. All of these are factehéch all people across all cultures share.

Recently | reread Rousseau's complaint that "pyilog does not travef* Were it to do so,

1 Cf. Paul Ekman, "Cross-Cultural Studies of Fa&iapressions”, irDarwin and Facial
Expression: A Century of Research in Reyied: Paul Ekman (New York: Academic Press,
1973), 169-222, here 215-218; as well as his "Afbed"” in Charles DarwinThe Expression of
the Emotions in Man and Animdl$872] (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998),33893,
here 383-385. - The facial expressions for happinesdness, anger and disgust are
unambiguously universal; in addition (though app#yeonly in literate cultures) come those of
fear and surprise (cf. Ekman, "Afterword", 390;algo Vicki Bruce]n the Eye of the Beholder:
The Science of Face Percepti@xford: Oxford University Press, 1998, 190).

42 Cf. Judith H. Langlois et al., "Infant preferendes attractive faces: Rudiments of a
stereotype?”, iDevelopmental Psycholog®3 (1987), 363-369.

*3 Further universal marks of beauty are: flawless,skick shiny hair, and symmetrical
body (cf. Nancy EtcoffSurvival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beahgw York: Doubleday,
1999, 91, 161-163, 185-187).

4 Jean-Jacques Rousselliber den Ursprung und die Grundlagen der Ungleichbater
den Menscher(Discours sur l'origine et les fondements de lifddégaparmi les hommegs
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then the "philosophical rabble" would be unableptopagate the "hackneyed" doctrine that
"neople are the same everywhete®. Well, now, when one starts to travel, one igately
fascinated by the variation. But when one travelstaand travels far (and if one also gets
around enough otherwise, say in science), thennaght increasingly notice how much we
humans have in commdh.

b. Universals as the legacy of humanity's protocultral developments

In the following, | will give the theme of univeilsaa certain twist. Why in fact do we all have
these things in common? Where do we have tinem?

aa. The shaping of "human nature" through protocultural-biological feedback
processes

Today one knows this fairly precisely. They hav&eta shape in the course of human
development and became frozen at a certain potithaas the reserves of "human nature' - at a
point in time before the spread ohomo sapiensacross the globe, and henbefore the
emergence of cultural diversithwant to go into this in greater detail.

One must bear in mind that the early humansAtlnsralopithecinegust as the early species of
homg enhanced - and in this way, as evolutionary ieeosay, "selected" - certain biological
features through protocultural activities in thegass of becoming human. Human nature is not
simply a product of nature, but in large part a Aormproduct - humans have themselves had a
role in producing their "naturé”.

An obvious example of this is the fact that our ibsedare largely hairless (along with

[1755], Schriften zur Kulturkriti{Hamburg: Meiner, 21971), 61-269, here 131 [Npte |
> Ibid., 133 [Note j].

6 Darwin had already noticed the "similarity, orhet identity" of humans regarding
elementary abilities and modes of behavior. One"bardly fail to be deeply impressed with
the close similarity between the men of all racemstes, dispositions and habits. This is shown
by the pleasure which they all take in dancing,erudusic, acting, painting, tattooing, and
otherwise decorating themselves, - in their mutoahprehension of gesture-language - and, as
| shall be able to show in a future essay, by #mesexpression in their features, and by the
same inarticulate cries, when they are excited drjous emotions. This similarity, or rather
identity, is striking, when contrasted with thefeliént expressions which may be observed in
distinct species of monkeys" (Charles Danilihg Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to
Sex[1871], Princeton: Princeton University Press,1,98232).

*" This has been pointed out by Clifford Geertz: t¢his no such thing as a human nature
independent of culture" (Geertz, "The Impact of @encept of Culture on the Concept of
Man", 49); "culture [...] was ingredient, and caliyringredient, in the production of that animal
itself" (ibid., 47).
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simultaneous enhancement of our scalp hair) - whizhclearly distinguishes us from our
nearest biological relatives, the apes. This lsgress is not to be explained, as was thought
earlier, as an adaptation to climatic change (imenwould have to have lost the hair on our
head first instead of enhancing it), but as a tesidexual selectioff Reducing hair growth - a
means of distancing ourselves from our nearestedggions - had become attractfgnd so in

the choice of partner those candidates were peefesho already corresponded to this new
human fashion to some extent. This preference had ted to increased propagation of
hairlessness in the genome of the species - umtiians one day, having left behind their
paradisaic proximity to animals, simultaneously {fas Bible recounts) discovered that they
were human and "perceived themselves to be naRedThrough its effects on the gene pool

8 "Sexual selection” is the second major selecti@etmnism which Darwin, in addition to
the natural selection set out in tBeigin of Specie®f 1859, presented in 18717TMe Descent
of Man (the book's subtitle is "Selection in RelationSex" and the voluminous Part Il is
dedicated entirely to sexual selection). Only hmttcedures together provide the full picture of
evolution. The theory of sexual selection at theesdime builds a bridge to aesthetics: for
sexual choice the gradual development of aesthd#t@ctors, of so-called "ornaments” (which
in the order of natural selection are costly andmbise, and indeed often a hindrance) represent
the decisive success factor, and the higher reptiveu success then secures increased
propagation of these aesthetic formations andeotdhmrelatively growing aesthetic sense in the
species's genome. Sexual selection is a processntiies the bodies and attitude of future
generations more aesthetic. - For Darwin it wasnently important to pay attention to the
dynamics particular to sexual, as distinct fromuradtselection. Only a few hours before his
death in a lecture to the Zoological Society heresged his conviction, against objections, that
the theory of sexual selection is sound: "I mayhpps be here permitted to say that, after
having carefully weighed, to the best of my abhjlitye various arguments which have been
advanced against the principle of sexual selectiomain firmly convinced of its truth”
(Charles Darwin, "A preliminary notice: On the miazhition of a race of Syrian street dogs by
means of sexual selection” [1882e collected papers of Charles Darybhicago: Chicago
University Press, 1977, 278-280, here 278). Newidésm and the today dominant
sociobiology attempt, however, to deny the indepand of sexual selection and to reduce all
effects of sexual selection (including specificallgsthetic ones) by means of a general
perspective of "fitness" to being effects of natsedection (“the currency in which the success
of every biological trait is measured” is "reprotive fithess": Eckart Voland, "Aesthetic
Preferences in the World of Artifacts - Adaptatidos the Evaluation of "Honest Signals'?"
[2003], 256). For a critique of this tendency see"Animal Aesthetics" (paper at the XVIth
International Congress of Aesthetics, "Changeséstietics”, Rio de Janeiro, 18-23 July 2004,
accessible in Contemporary  Aesthetics's Forum:  Science in  Aesthetics,
www.contempaesthetics.org/pages/article.php?dibis43, 2004).

49 "As a matter of fact the majority of parametersiiman beauty are defined by enhancing
differences with apes"” (Winfried Menninghaud)as Versprechen der Schonheit
Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 2003, 91).

0 Genesis3.7.
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the ongoing aesthetic preference had produced adigtimctive bodily feature of the humah.

Much of what one calls "human nature" is a restltpmtocultural-biological feedback
processes: biological provisions made protocultadivities possible and through feedback
these in turn enhanced the corresponding biolofacabrs. Not only have our bodies (starting
with our upright gait) formed in such processeg, #lso our basic emotional and mimetic
patterns, and even the human brain's particulatibmal type>?

What makes our brain so special is not, as oneoftan read, due simply to expansion of the
cerebral cortex or increased differentiation iraaref the brain, but to a dramatic redistribution
between external (sensorimotor) and internal ¢efég functions. In lower mammals (say in
rats, with which we nonetheless share 90% of onoige) the relationship between internal and
external communication is 10:90 percent; converisehumans it is at least 90:10 percehtve
humans are experts in inner communication, workthgbions in reflexion. It ig this that our
peculiarity lies. We have generated this in a omHlyear long feedback process in which
protocultural activities like tool use, the fornwatiof social structures and language played the
decisive role’*

*L Incidentally, this is a specific aesthetic prefieealso in the sense that hairlessness is just
anoptical impressionin absolute numbers the human body has as marsydsairor even more
than - many kinds of ape; it is simply that ourrbdiave become so minute and inapparent that
theoptical appearancef hair loss or nakedness originated (cf. MennaughDas Versprechen
der Schonhejt88). - In addition, sex-specific variations (geg stronger hair and and
especially beard growth in men) within the geneéealdency towards hairlessness are to be
explained as strategies of differentiation betwibersexes (dimorphism).

®2 "His [man's] large and efficient brain is a consaupe of culture as much as its cause. He
does not have a culture because he has a large lhedhas a large brain because several million
years ago his little-brained ancestors tried tHeu@l way to survival. Of course, the correct
way to view this is a feedback process. [...] thitucal things themselves propelled him into
getting a larger brain. It is not only the capaéity culture, then, that lies in the brain; it et
forms of culture, the universal grammar of language behavior" (Robin Fo¥ncounter with
Anthropology New Brunswick: Transaction, 1974991, 283 f.).

>3 Cf. Volker Storch, Ulrich Welsch and Michael WirtkyolutionsbiologigBerlin: Springer,
2001), 375. According to other sources, "the infias the sensory system and the outputs to
the effectors" comprise only "a vanishingly smatqentage of the connections” (Wolf Singer,
"Selbsterfahrung und neurobiologische Fremdbedmimgi - zwei konflikttrachtige
Erkenntnisquellen”, iDeutsche Zeitschrift fir Philosophi&2, 2004, 2, 235-255, here 242);
perhaps even only "one in 10 million threads isnemted with the world, the others connect the
brain with itself* (Manfred Spitzerl.ernen. Gehirnforschung und die Schule des Lebens
Heidelberg: Spektrum Akademischer Verlag, 2002, 52)

>4 This picture results as the distillation of todastate of palaeoanthropological knowledge,
which is itself nourished by many research disogsi It is beyond the scope here to set out the
argument in detail. It will form part of my bo&deyond Modern Anthropocentrism



bb. "Freezing' of the developmental state around®000 years ago

And now to the next point. It is easy to see thdurgher increase in the dominance of
reflexiveness would no longer have been advantagébnumans had made the transition to a
relation of 100% inwardly related functions as cggmbto 0% outwardly related ones, then they
would actually have become the way radical constigts describe us: they would have been
able only to think up the world, but no longer atdecalibrate their constructions externally;
they would then have moved only in fantasies. Stepbkis direction were presumably in fact
tried out, but for understandable reasons didwveradvantageous, and so the state already
reached has remained - that in which the optimatiomship between heightened reflexive
ability and indispensable sensorimotoric linkinghe world was attained.

In fact it is today known that development of thaib froze in this state an estimated 40 000
years ago and has since been conseRatthat time - as surprising as it might initiafigund -
our whole bodily design and our emotional and mimapertoire, indeed the whole human
genome became frozen in the state that had beeheckahrough the until then driving
protocultural processé8 Since then there has been no further developniéntans in these
respects.

cc. Universals: frozen standards

This has two consequences. First an explanatiamiokrsals results, as the stocks of human
nature then attained, which have been preservedodine absence of further genetic change.
Hence their universality - as their archaic chaadthese universal factors, to repeat, concern
our bodily form and the aesthetic preferencesinglad them; further, elementary emotions and
their facial expression; and finally basic neurostalictures (including phonetic and linguistic
patterns). All these factors underlie unchangedtifteiral evolution that followetf.

dd. Emergence of culture

®> The point in time may be located a maximum of Q0 Qears earlier or later. The fact that
the “freezing' took place is uncontroversial.

*5 Wolf Singer has set out clearly what that meas:stone-age baby were to grow up in our
civilization it would be just as capable of leagnsuccesses as our children. And due to genetic
commonalities concerning anatomy it would also |bkd one of our children. Conversely, if a
21st century baby were to grow up in a stone afiareut would simply turn out like a stone-
age person (Wolf SingerDer Beobachter im Gehirn. Essays zur Hirnforschung
Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 2002, 44). - All this@lsieans that humanity has produced its later
and so impressive cultural achievements still wthne-age brains. From this one can see that
although our genetic provision does an awful lotisia long way from doing everything.
Cultural progress must obviously rest on a mecharo$ its own which can no longer be
explained according to genetic logic.

>’ They are genetically fixed and neurally anchored.



The second consequence is likewise obvious. Fromaroa further development of humans
could take placenly by way of culture. The genetic route had been esteal, and cultural
evolution, as everyone knows, no longer has angtgerepercussions. Now it is a fact that
precisely then - around 40 000 years ago, as metigedevelopment came to a standstill - the
cultural route was dramatically embarked upon. Téimultaneity of the end of genetic
evolution and the beginning of cultural evolutiemnio coincidence, rather a strong congruence
exists between both sides: the human biologicalemugkhad become good enough through
protocultural evolution to be able henceforth taorcacultural evolution (in particular, as
described, the optimum brain configuration necgskarthis had been achieved), and cultural
evolution is such that it uses this make-up busdu change it.

Thus 40 000 years ago, with the transition to thewNStone Age, cultural development

accelerated: initially in the form of a dramatigpision in the invention of tools; soon after

followed the initial forms of art (first small stags, then cave paintings). The further path of the
cultural take-off is familiar to everyone: a goodl @00 years ago the Neolithic revolution took

place with the first towns being built; around 60@ars ago the first advanced civilizations

formed; and for about 200 years we have been vgitmgghe attempted development of a

global culture.

As | said, with the freezing of genetic developmemily the cultural route still remained open.
This is why an acceleration and a take-off of a g@muinely cultural evolution came about,
one decoupled from the genetic mechanisms of lawotution and instead developing its own
mechanisms of tradition - which in turn made pdssifurther heightening of cultural
development®

ee. The global spread ofiomo sapiens and the beginning of cultural diversification

And now for the final two points of this survey aévelopment. The rapid evolution of culture
coincided precisely with the global spread of thecgeshomo sapiendn the course of this all
other kinds of human died out. Precisely becaudeak the path to a decisively cultural
evolution,nomo sapienseems to have been conspicuously superior.

Finally: Only after this only in the further history of the successful midtbmo sapienglid the
formation of cultural difference follow, the furthéevelopment of which has led to the different
cultures that we know. Cultural diversity is a lpteduct on the basis of our common nature.

*8 In this perspective is becomes explicable for fingt time, without the traditional
introduction of mythical kinds of external dimensso("divine spark”, nonnatural "reason” that
suddenly turns up in the midst of nature, etc.ww hbe emergence of genuinely cultural
processes, together with their autonomization tecyjecould come about from the starting
point of a protoculturally, biologically acheivethte of development. After millions of years of
preparation the arrow of culture broke free from tring of protoculture.
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lIl. The overall picture: primary and subsequent canmonalities

The scenario described permits, as | said, an eafan of human universals. They correspond
to the protocultural-biological make-up of humamattfroze about 40 000 years ago. It is still at
work in us. All later cultural development reststbis.

1. The relevance of universals - for our self-undstanding and for transcultural tasks

One might, however, harbour doubt as to whetheotigwing efficacy of this universal make-
up is in fact of any importance worth mentioningayyde you found some of what | said about
the list and the anthropogenetic explanation ofensials interesting - but ultimately not very
important for your work, or for our self-understargl The universals named seem to concern
only very elementary, not high levels of human texise. How could they ever be relevant to a
writer or literary theorist? - | want to make thygants in response to this impression and such
reservations.

a. Self-understanding
aa. The significance of prelinguistic and precultual aspects

First: | don't think the ultimate grounds of theran are linguistic. To be sure, the human is a
zoon logon echqgma speaking and thinking being. But these aatisjtin their best moments,
draw upon presentiments and certainties that agénguistic and precultural. As Thomas
Nagel, an eminent philosopher, put it: "[...] pbidphy is not like a particular language. Its
sources are preverbal and often precultural”. Amel bbig difficulty for philosophy, Nagel
continues, is "to express [...] intuitively feliotlems in language without losing them".

Artists often express a similar belief. They feg@eh by forces from the bedrock underlying the
“cultural'. Remember, for instance, of Paul Kleglideavour to dwell "somewhat closer to the
heart of creation®® Several writers have seen their vocation in puttirordless things into
words®?

*9 Thomas NagelThe View from Nowher@lew York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 11.

%0 | cannot be grasped at all on this side. For élthas with the dead as with the unborn.
Somewhat closer to the heart of creation thanuslu®nd not yet close enough by far* (Paul
Klee, Gedichte ed. Felix Klee, Zurich: Arche?1980), 7 [1920]). Cf. (with a different
accentuation) also Jean Dubuffet, "Positions alttilles” [1951],L'homme du commun a
l'ouvrage(Paris: Gallimard, 1973), 67-77.

®1 Cf. Hofmannsthal: "[...] the language in whichmiight perhaps have been given to me not
only to write, but also to think, is neither Latior English nor Italian nor Spanish, but a
language of which | do not know even one wordngleage in which dumb things speak to me"
(Hugo von HofmannsthallThe Lord Chandos Lettd902], translated and with a preface by
Michael Hofmann, Syrens: London 1995, 18).
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| take this prelinguistic and precultural dimensigary seriously. It's the locus of our
fundamental connectedness with the world. Throaglguagelonewe would never meet with
the world. And the fact that the universals | naraesl precultural does not entail that they are
noncultural. They are so neither in their (protomal) genesis, nor in their efficacy - they are
still powerful within culture.

| once did a test concerning mimic expressions. eeable to change them arbitrarily, for
example by substituting the expression of sadnaisshat of joy and vice versa? And what
happens if we do? Yes, with a lot of effort, we abde to switch them. But after a while one
feels deeply uncomfortable and in serious dangand is better advised to give up the
experiment. We are better off going by the innateg@m - rather than to an asylum. If we
wanted to meddle with these old patterns, our llactivity would also break down.

bb. The elementariness of the logical

My second response might be surprising. It is ttiedugh our foundations are not linguistic,
they are nonethelegsgical in nature.

According to recent findings the basic logical edeis are anchored in the brain's modes of
neural proessing. Logical particles such as "and' ar', logical relations such as ‘same’,

‘identical' and “other', connectives such as #ihe ‘as well as' and 'if ... then', also the

guantitative categories "one', ‘many’, "all' ad a&lthe qualitative categories of affirmation and
negation correspond to deep-seated operational sraidde neuronal system. These lie at the
level of the general algorithm underlying all thaih's specific functions (and hence also the
infamous "modules’) and also including mathematiopérations such as addition and

substraction or multiplication and divisi6h.

Logic and mathematics are the elaboraséural articulations of this elementary neuronal
logic. No doubt they also lead the latter to unsuspeagights, linked with many degrees of
freedom, but their basic stock is neurally ancheued their further development remains bound
to this. Incidentally, this root is also capableeaplaining the universal applicability of logic
and mathematics, and likewise of throwing lightomth the old theorem that the structure of the
world is intrinsically logical and mathematical, dathe modern view that precisely the
mathematically based sciences get closest to tieeotohings.

So in our logical operations too we draw on a \@dypossession. It works pervasively in all
our activities. Whether feelings and their formsegpression, aesthetic decisions, or linguistic
achievements, they are all shaped by the elememt@gnal of affirmation and negation,
sameness and difference, exclusive or inferergiationships, and so 8One can hardly have

®2 For a representative example from the mass oéditee on the subject see: Christof Koch
and Idan Segev, "The role of single neurons in rinfdion processing”, inNature
Neuroscience Supplemekfolume 3, November 2000, 1171-1177.

®3 However the neural anchoring of these logical patars is to be distinguished from the
conscious use we make of logical forms. The nepralision in no way guarantees the
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an exaggerated idea of the extent to which logitaients shape the form of our simplest
performances. Just try to imagine once how anyasiens perception, action or communication
might be possible or might look like without thexssterns. You cannot - all determinacy would
be dissolved.

The fact that we usually do not notice this logicapregnation of everything is simply the
reverse side of its elementariness. "The real fatiowls of his enquiry”, Wittgenstein once said,
"do not strike a man at aff*’We humans move in these elementary logical strestin the
most matter-of-course manner - like fishes in water

Now, if it is the case that the logical structuaes inherent in us as a neural possession, and if
all our advanced cultural communication and rafionathods rest on these, then one can
recognize from this that rejection of evolutionbiglogical and neurobiological research results

- as we currently often witness from the side dfucal studies and philosophy - is blind and
foolish. Theformulation of logids, to be sure, eultural product but thestructure and validity

of the logical is arevolutionary productlt is precisely when one recognizes the elemgntar
importance of logical operations for all our semmset and understanding - and who could
escape from this? - that the extent to which an@ate understanding of the human must also
include precultural dimensions becomes ci2ar.

correctness of our reasoning. Not only can we nmaistakes in our use of logical structures,
but we can also consciously stage deceptions.juiststhat correct and incorrect use alike are
possible and evaluable only within the frameworkadic possession of the logical forms.

® Ludwig WittgensteinPhilosophical Investigationgrans. G.E.M. Anscombe (New York:
Macmillan, 1968), p. 50129].

® Such considerations have nothing to do with adgpéin “interpretive monopoly" of the
biological sciences. It is just a matter of consiteempirical findings about the human as an
empirical being - instead of making a show of igmgrthem and continuing to tell obsolete
stories based on a lack of information and falspiecal assumptions. Conversely, however, it
is also important to examine the findings providgdscience with philosophical tools and to
integrate them into a framework of philosophicahagptions. | am therefore precisely not
pleading in favor of straightforward adoption okthn fact often simplistic, interpretations
(‘philosophies’) of the sciences. Conversely |theehabit of simple rejection as having two
disadvantages: for philosophy which it keeps a@&guassive level; for cultural understanding in
which, precisely due to philosophical reservednasgteur overall interpretations can flourish.
- One should recall just once, in contrast to ttikude today widespread, how energetically
philosophers like Kant and Hegel endeavoured te takthe most recent scientific knowledge.
Kant became famous for his theory, based on Neaofaundations, of the development of
galaxies and solar systems (Kant-Laplace theors) ke put forward his 1758niversal
Natural History and Theory of the Heaveasd with minimal scientific findings, but maximal
application of reflection the late Kant (long befdarwin) developed the thought that humans
might have originated "when the Orang-Utang orGhenpanzee would develop the organs for
walking, manipulating objects and speaking, untildd a human form, containing within it an
organ for the use of understanding, and gradualsldping itself by social culture” (Immanuel
Kant, Anthropology from a pragmatic point of viel798], trans. Mary J. Gregor, Haag:



b. Universals and transcultural communication
aa. Universals as elementary conditions of commugation

With this | come to the third aspect: The precalkypotentials of our existence are still
important, indeed indispensable, for present attertgp attain more commonalities between
cultures.

First, thecontentsof transcultural unverstanding may be no mattev tiverse, but without the
support of elementarpgical forms we would not be able to have or communieatengle one
of them, and would be equally incapable of enteniig mutual comparison for the purpose of
more closely determining what is common and whpauseeS®

Secondly, emotions and their expressions parteipssentially in successful communication. A
conversation is determined not only through views arguments, but is also guided by
emotional proximity or distancing. Often it is onfyrowing emotional trust that makes
participants able to really involve themselves watintents and henceforth to actually move
towards one another witmderstanding

To be sure, the elementary commonalites mentionedot lead to success their own But
without thenthe whole undertaking would be in vain - it wouldzven be able to get going.

Nijhoff, 1974, 188 n). Furthermore, Kant consideaecbmmon derivation of all creatures from
a single "original mother" (Immanuel Kar@ritique of Judgmen{l790], trans. Werner S.
Pluhar, Indianapolis: Hackett, 1987, 304 [B 38&f80]); he called "a hypothesis like this" "a
daring adventure of reason” - an assumption thay is0 means "absurd" and "not inconsistent
a priori, in the judgement of mere reason” (ibdd5 [B 370n]). And Hegel's account of animals
in the Encyclopaedias an eloquent document of how eager he too waslapt and to reflect
on the state of scientific knowledge of his timelt seems as though philosophers have
paradoxically retreated to the ivory tower of papeculation only since an immense wealth of
scientific knowledge has become available. AlreAdprno complained about this attitude of
ignorance about science: "Among the tasks awaitiegattention of philosophy, by no means
the last is the adaptation, without amateurish agies and syntheses, of the results of
experience gained in the natural sciences, torthénee of the mind. [...] If the sole purpose of
philosophy consisted in bringing the human intéltecthe stage where it could identify itself
with what it has learned about natural phenomerstead of leaving mankind to live out its life
like a troglodyte sheltering behind its own knovgedf the cosmos in which the imprudent
species, "homo', goes his graceless way, at leamgtting would have been achieved" (Theodor
W. Adorno, "Why Philosophy" [1962]The Adorno Readered. Brian O'Connor, Oxford:
Blackwell, 2000, 40-53, here 50 f.)

® Pointing out the preference for ambiguity in saraktures over the clear either/or does not
impact on this. The "as well as' is also part ef tlasic logical repertoire, and ambiguity too,
though in each case excluding a lot, does not dratwerything.
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bb. Extending the table: need universals and cultw universals

At this point it is time to extend the table of wverisals. Until now | have only been pointing out
universals in the strictest sense - such as amglystcommon toall humans and human
communities.

Based on these, however, there is also a secoadfypniversals which relates to elementary
human needs, to demands of life and to the stemtegf solution responding to them.
Malinowski and Murdock were not wrong to list sughiversals. If not all humans were
familiar with hunger or the need for protection @edommodation, human cultures would look
quite different than is the case. However, the temiuto these problems (posed by the
protocultural natureof humans) already results on tloeite of culture- hence, for instance,
strategies for storing provisions or accommodatiifier greatly (also depending on the natural
living environment). Geertz was right that with aedj to such universal needs the analysis of
culturally different strategies of solution canbet dispensed with. But, conversely, it would be
just as wrong not to recognize the latter as belifigrent solutions to the same kind of
problems. As universal needs underlie these comiitiesal call themneed universals

It is important that the dual structure of the samed and different problem solution makes
possible an understanding of other cultural feate attains understanding of an exotic type of
accommodation because one is familiar with the Iprolof accommodation and because one
can clarify for oneself, in view of the differingjroatic and other circumstances, why the form
chosen there is an appropriate solution to thel@molas it exists under those conditions - a
form not suitable to the problem at home, but dyé&ot the way one would have it oneself

living in the other placeNeed universalshus represent, in contrast to strict universatsgh

are of protocultural origin), a next highest (prtiural-cultural) level which also contributes to

transcultural understanding.

Furthermore there are also universals that are lepetpcultural in kind. They arise from
structural necessities that crop up in the cultpratess, in particular with regard to the cultural
task of tradition, which is indispensable to anyture whatever. In this respect analogous
solutions often come about in view of the samesuesof problems. An example of this is the
development of systems of writing. Correspondinglycall these specificallycultural
commonalitiesculture universalsThese are, admittedly, features that are not camtuo all
humans and human communities - there are alsoresiltwithout writing. These are thus
commonalities betweemany but not all cultures - one might therefore alati them semi-
universals Though their form turns out to differ culturallfhese culture universals also
represent transcultural points of contact: theimgitof other cultures can be decoded and
documents can be translated.

So the table of universals is at least threefdidctsuniversals of a protocultural kind, need
universals of a protocultural-cultural kind, anahgime culture universals. Presumably this table
could be extended further. What matters here isdhahe basis of the “hard' universals the
formation of higher-level (universal or semi-uns@l) commonalities comes about which also
contribute to the possibility of transcultural conmmtation, and which are suitable to fill the
gap between fundamental commonalities and curréatehce - or that between necessary and



1

sufficient conditions for transcultural communioati

2. Original possession and further acquisition ofommonalities

Overall the following picture thus results concegiithe possession and acquisition of
commonalities: Long before the culture-specific aoonalities and differences that one usually
focuses on, we humans already possess universahaoatities due to the origin common to
all of us. Through these commonalities people vedready connected before they began to
differentiate culturally. If one wants to go backan "effective history", then first of all to this
one - it is common tall of us. And these old commonalities continue toraiee It is due to
them, first, that what would not be possible oremthndable in terms of cultural difference
alone is possible: namely, that we are able to ecnmwardly with the contents of other
cultures - from the initial fascination, as | atfged to describe using the Ginkakuji temple as
an example, through to highly elaborated formsnofaustanding.

The acquisition of transcultural commonalities eatly sought still lives from these old

commonalities and would not be able to get goingllatithout them. To be sure, higher level
commonalities come in addition. But their formatiand acquisition is possible only on the
basis of those more elementary commonalities, #md tuse still lives from the basal

commonalities. - This is why | would wish, with shexposition, to have inclined the reader
somewhat more to think once about the elementanyraanalities too. In this way, | believe, we
could add a new perspective and give a new boosheoaim of promoting transcultural

commonalities.



