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The first part of this presentation deals with intercultural theory and, specifically, the epistemology of intercultural knowledge.  It asks what authorizes interculturalists to claim that they truly “understand” a culture that is not theirs?  How do they know that their “intuitions” are not to a large degree projections?  How can they be sure that the tools they use – such as Hofstede's dimensions – show anything more than stereotypes?  Or is their “knowledge” just an “act of faith” -- faith in their own intuition, faith in the reliability of questionnaires, faith in what their “everyday experience” within the Other Culture has taught them, and so on?  

This paper then goes on, in the second part (touching on religious challenges to cultural work), to assert that a clear epistemological justification of our work as social scientists is increasingly necessary today.  For  it is increasingly under attack. 

In fact, the current head of the Roman Catholic Church, Pope Joseph Ratzinger, has launched a campaign to criticize what he considers to be the “unhealthy relativism” underlying the modern social sciences, and to call for faith-led research as the remedy.  

His famous lecture at the University of Regensburg last September was the first call to  scholars – in particular scholars of the social sciences -- to “support” their purely rational enquiry with the Light of Faith.  Not just any faith, however, Pope Ratzinger quickly added – and here he caused the uproar reported in newspapers worldwide.  Islam, for example, is, according to the Pope “irrational” by nature and therefore cannot be of use in guiding scholarly enquiry.  (This assertion is what most infuriated Islamic leaders – not, as the media reported, the blasphemous description of Islam in a 14th century text cited by the Pope.)  The only religion capable of guiding scholarly study is, concluded the Pope, Christianity, specifically the Christianity of Western Europe (thus not even Eastern Orthodoxy).  For only Western Christianity lies squarely within the Greek-Roman tradition of discursive thought (logos).

This dogmatization of research in the social sciences is clearly a dangerous tendency, and not only for the integrity of scientific enquiry. To combat fundamentalism in the social sciences, we, as interculturalists, must therefore provide an epistemologically sound justification for the claims we make.  We cannot rely on (or ask our clients to rely on) “acts of faith” in the value of the intercultural “knowledge” we furnish – and then, in the same breath, criticize the Pope for doing the same thing.

Moreover, in attempting to give our intercultural knowledge a firm epistemological basis, we  will inevitably improve its quality.

This paper will conclude by suggesting that a solution is at hand.  We have in fact a ready response to Ratzinger's fundamentalism in the concept, which we as interculturalists have developed over the years, of multiple diverse-but-concurrent truths.  
