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CHAPTER 1

IMPERIAL MONOLOGUE OR
CIVILIZATIONAL DIALOGUE?

Michdlis S. Michael and Fabio Petito

n a brisk autumn afternoon as community activists
congregated at the forecourt of the Darebin Town Hall
for an interfaith dialogue, few would have noticed the
auspicious monument towering over them. Erected in ostentatious
Victorian grandeur, steeped in transient nationalist mystique, and
draped by the names of young Anglo-Celtic men, the RSL (Returned
and Services League of Australia) memorial honors those “who
fought (and died)...for King and Empire” during “the Great War
1914-1918.” Some 2400 years earlier, in another encounter of dia-
logue and empire, Athenian envoys advocated the pervasiveness of
power and pragmatism against the besieged Melians’ contestations
for justice and neutrality.!

Partitioned by memory and history, what appear as two unrelated
parables conveniently usher us into the foray that interfaces empire
with dialogue. Since time immemorial, empire has been a metaphor
for unadulterated power, whereas the philosophical inclination of
dialogue lends itself as a conduit to peace. Until the end of the Cold
War, both empire and dialogue were viewed through the prisms and
the ideological apparatus of the bipolar confrontation. In the post-
Cold War era this tension seems to have reached a different level of
intensity with a distinctive civilizational connotation.

In this respect, September 11 exacerbated a deeper crisis of order
that came to the fore with the collapse of the Cold War bipolar system,
but was never far from the surface throughout the twentieth century
in the dissolution of the forms and rules of international coexistence.
It is, however, in the context of the post-Cold War debate on a future
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world order that “dialogue of civilizations” emerged as a discourse,
often generic but increasingly professed as a political necessity to
oppose the “monologue of Empire.” More specifically, the global dis-
course of civilizational dialogue emerged against the background of
two competing and powerful discourses, the “Clash of Civilizations”
and the “Globalization of Liberalism.”

It is well-known that credit for the popularization of “dialogue
of civilizations” belongs to Mohammad Khatami who, as President
of Iran, used this formulation to secure the unanimous designa-
tion of 2001 as the United Nations (UN) Year of the “Dialogue
among Civilizations.” In the same year, the tragic coincidence of
September 11 catapulted to the fore of world consciousness the “civ-
ilizational debate” with even more urgency.

Civilizational Dialogue and the Western-Centric
Matrix of International Relations

Since the developments discussed above, the idea of a dialogue of
civilizations has been the subject of numerous conferences and
international meetings, but it has received little attention by interna-
tional relations and political theorists as a framework for the future
of international relations—this is even more regretful when one con-
siders that Khatami explicitly intended his proposal as “an alterna-
tive paradigm for international relations.™

Even after September 11, the idea of a dialogue of civilizations
remained largely unexplored by the academic community despite
frequently being used as a rhetorical antithesis to the popularized
thesis of the clash of civilizations—often providing a convenient
catchphrase to criticize Samuel P. Huntington or to refer to some
sort of undefined normative political necessity to avoid a clash.s

True, academic reaction to the “clash of civilizations” thesis has
been extensive, ranging from mainstream international relations to
post-positivist approaches, through analytical philosophy to conti-
nental political theory, historical analysis, anthropological insights,
literary criticism, and even theological arguments. However, such
critique, particularly in Western literature, has rarely involved a sub-
stantial engagement with the idea of “dialogue of civilizations.” Put
differently, there appears to have been a “suspicious double move-
ment” that, on one hand, reacts against the clash of civilizations the-
sis, whilst, on the other, remains indifferent to the idea of a dialogue
of civilizations and its possibilities.



