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Introduction

Contextualising Human Diversity in Context

1. Thematic Connections and Conspectus

The opportunity to develop these multi-disciplinary studies of human diversity 
within ‘our’ geographical, historical and broadly European context, drew upon 
the need to think about contemporary human issues that challenge our cultural 
education, deeply involving our intellectual and emotional daily living and 
ordinary consciousness. These issues affect our empathy and sense of solidarity 
together with our worries and fears, our political commitments, beliefs and 
social behaviour. As Hollerich remarks:

Anguish is defined as fear without a concrete object. This anguish, analyzed by the 
philosophy of Sartre, destabilizes the human person; in fact, a multiplicity of nebulous 
fears leads to this anxiety. Some populist policies take advantage of it and give a 
name to the objects of these fears, which thereby exist and transform into aggression. 
Enemies are presented to allay our fears: migrants, Islam, Jews, etc. [...] Today in 
Europe, migrations are a cause of fear; they seem to disturb the internal order 
of European countries. Immigrants, who at the time of the economic miracle were 
welcome because they guaranteed economic well-being, have become foreigners: 
foreigners who, due to their religious and cultural differences, appear as threats to 
our little world. Negative emotions explode: the other is no longer considered as 
an opportunity for an encounter, but as someone who deprives us of our identity. 
(Hollerich 2019, n.p.)

In the last decade European countries have been restlessly animated by national 
and transborder debates about issues of faith and tolerance; identity and difference; 
marginalization and integration; heterogeneity and homogenisation; individual 
freedom and social security, especially when confronting the increasing waves of 
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forced migration, ethnic cleansing, extra-European immigration, growing minorities 
representing ‘other’ systems of belief (whether Islamic, Jewish, or animist, among 
others), issues of international and foreign policy and organising of public opinion 
regarding forms of intervention (diplomatic, military, economic, legal) in ethnic 
conflicts at the Eastern and Southern borders of the European Community. 

How can academic research help us understand these issues? Scholars, 
particularly from the Humanities and Social Sciences, feel compelled to address 
these major challenges, devising research and cultural strategies to overcome 
these unavoidable yet unsolved tensions. For instance, to meet challenges 
represented by fostering union through mutual respect and understanding within 
a paradoxical context in which signs of economic growth correspond to signs of 
increasing social inequalities, racial prejudices, and anxiety over the future; or 
to address issues arising within a contradictory context, where a community’s 
security concerns clash with claims to foster tolerant multiculturalism, and an 
increasing number of citizens in Europe support their government’s domestic 
right to close harbours and borders, and back its policy of concentrating 
immigrants in special centres in the name of public security, thus undermining 
their prospects of integration. Scholars considering and understanding our own 
times and society confront oscillations between access and restriction, receiving 
and rejecting, building bridges or walls, all in the absence of any genuine 
European policy grounded on shared values and concerns. Scholars are acutely 
aware that confronting otherness requires mature judgment, reflection and the 
exercise of rational skills to govern these processes in sustainable and civilised 
way, though so far with little success. 

Consider a couple of illustrative examples. First, after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, Kenichi Ohmae, in his famous 1990 book The Borderless World1, developed 
such categories as ‘fluxes’, ‘hybridations’ and ‘post-nationalism’, arguing that 
national borders were less relevant than ever before; his 1995 book, The End of 
the Nation-State, further asserted the obsolescence of the nation-state because 
it was no longer the optimal unit for organizing economic activity. Later, 
Germany adopted a ‘welcome-culture’ (Willkommenskultur) and the ‘feeling-
of-us’ (Wir-Gefühl) endorsed by President Gauck, but such concepts and related 
attitudes then collapsed, together with their optimism. Interestingly enough, 
the sociologist Eric Kaufmann of the London School of Economics and Political 
Science had criticized Ohmae’s 1995 main thesis as “a horrendous simplification 
that ignores a class of goods that cannot be priced” (like a feeling of historical 
rootedness essential for people’s sense of identity), writing that: “The presence 
of persistent anomie and social dysfunction in the developed world should have 

1 Second revised edition in 1999. See also Ohmae 1995.
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served to dampen Ohmae’s optimism, but he has shown little inclination to 
acknowledge the social costs of his borderless world”2.

Second: literary, historical, social and philosophical studies have unveiled 
the human production of so many alleged ‘facts of nature’ and the particular 
rhetorical strategies used to marginalize dominated people3. However, while 
these critical developments within the Humanities have left few cultural 
stereotypes unchallenged and while general categorial advances in Western 
thought have urged us all to reflect on ‘hospitality’ and ‘mutual recognition’, 
the effects of post-colonialism, integration and citizenship, a growing number 
of socially self-constructed groups (such as those based on race, gender, 
ethnicity, language, region, sexual orientation, political creed, or religious 
faith) have instinctively seen their ‘others’ as threats to their strength and 
well-being, and so reacted by reinforcing their exclusive and excluding sense of 
identity, habits and practices. Recently, populations in European countries with 
(quite) divergent policies, such as France and Britain, have suffered terroristic 
attacks perpetrated by members of a second generation of immigrants, who 
turn against societies in which they feel alienated and marginalized, and 
there is also a dramatic increase in the number of so-called ‘foreign fighters’ 
among refugees. The legacy of matters of race and post-colonialism and the 
sediment of ethnic and religious discriminations still cast shadows, more or 
less inadvertently: societies receiving refugees need to take responsibility for 
these issues rather than ignore them (Meer 2019).

In light of René Girard’s theories4, the radical challenge of violent forms of 
fundamentalism with their public broadcasting of brutal rituals, appears to 
recreate an original process of (purported) victimization for a sacred foundation 
of a new social and cultural order which rejects the values of Western civilization 
and any historical legacy. This radicalization of human difference is pervasive, 
ranging from social, cultural, political and religious constructions of enemies 
to racial discrimination. From 2014 to 2019, the renewal of the European 
Parliament throughout Europe has been accompanied by a continuously 
increasing number of anti-European parties and widespread popular support of 

2 Kaufmann’s review is available at: http://www.sneps.net/Cosmo/ohmae2.pdf. 
3 These include: identifying the shortcomings of post-structuralist analysis; the post-colonial 
discourse of Said, Spivak, Chatterjee and Bhabha which voiced issues of the marginal; the coining 
of new philosophical categories to ‘encounter otherness’ by Derrida, Lacan and Foucault; works 
on ethics, politics and phenomenology of ‘recognition’ by American scholars of Hegel like Robert 
Williams and Charles Taylor, Robert Pippin and Terry Pinkard and revamping the notion of 
Anerkennung by Habermas and Honneth. For an update of the contemporary debate in critical social 
philosophy inspired by Hegel's theory of recognition see Laitinen & Ikäheimo 2011, Ikäheimo 2014, 
Testa & Ruggiu 2016 and Testa 2017. 
4 See for instance Girard 2013.
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xenophobic and nationalist movements. It has been remarked that the striking 
success of misinformation and no regard for providing evidence in the 2016 
U.S. presidential campaign, as well as in the political debate leading up to the 
Brexit referendum in the same year, mark the advent of ‘post-truth’ or ‘post-
fact’ times. According to Paul Redding: “Not only have we entered an era of 
‘post-truth’, the globalising thrust that had dominated the West since the end of 
the Cold-War has been replaced by the emergence of a new form of nationalism” 
(Redding 2019, 82).

This is why traditional identities and the challenges of pluralism constitute 
the central topic of research by international organizations across the globe. 
European cultural institutions have fostered research projects on understanding 
otherness and processes of othering, of distinguishing however innocently 
or viciously between ‘us’ and ‘them’. However, despite their wider scope and 
circulation, when such international studies cover a vast range of institutions, 
they tend to draw upon a narrower range of disciplines, such as cultural history, 
social history of ideas, intellectual history or post-colonial studies; or when such 
studies include a wide range of perspectives, they tend to consider only a few 
select European institutions. Studies are also produced by research groups of 
single universities, but their focus tends to be monothematic. Projects recently 
funded by the European Research Council, which confront a Europe which 
questions what is European about itself as well as a Europe which must to be 
able to present itself in new ways to other cultures and civilizations, appear to 
be confined either to exploring alternatives to the dominant theoretical and 
political thinking from the selective viewpoints of democracy, constitutionalism, 
economics and human rights, or to offer a ‘grammar’ of differences in sets of 
values based on the single, general notion of ‘modes of existence’. 

Fukuyama’s 2018 book, Contemporary Identity Politics, builds on the failures 
of political theorists and classical economics seeking to explain historical 
movements in terms of individuals acting to maximise their financial self-
interest. Taking issue with the functioning of knowledge in modern liberal 
democracies, where informed opinion and scholarly articles do not penetrate 
belief systems charged with emotions and feelings, Fukuyama rejects the usual 
dichotomy between “reason” and “appetite”, enhancing the role of intuitive 
forces as the emotional components of social action. Humans are powerfully 
driven by “thymos”, a word familiar to readers of Plato’s Republic, indicating a 
part of the soul that is the seat of anger, jealousy of one's own dignity and value, 
sense of shame and pride, desire for respect. Though criticised for conflating 
an emotion like pride with a norm like dignity5, Fukuyama's analysis has the 

5 This criticism was levelled by Aleida Assmann in her Erasmus Lecture for the Erasmus Medal 
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double merit to point out excess and arrogant displays of “megalothymia” (by 
individuals or groups) in populist movements as a key concept to understand the 
current undermining of the “isothymic”, balanced forces of multiculturalism and 
social cooperation, and to identify mistakes of political elites who focus only on 
economic rationality, disregarding feelings about national identity and cultural 
issues6. Against this background, the Humanities can contribute to society by 
integrating a universal point of view (as with the case of human rights) with the 
interested and personalized points of view of the broader populace7.

2. The present volume

To take as an object of research feelings about identity, cultural issues, and the 
depth of emotions pervading the self-narratives of groups with fixed beliefs, is 
central to the issues of the present volume. This collection seeks to develop new, 
distinctive strategies to integrate the form and content of ‘knowledge’ and to 
awaken the sense of responsibility for social prejudices and ‘us/them’ dichotomies, 
by conveying a socially contextualised understanding of the complexity of the 
real world and its cultural and religious structures, facets, objects and of course 
groups. The aim is to conceptualize accurately and comprehensively and to 
make generally accessible in explicit form what sensitive intellectuals have 
already intuited, represented and conveyed adequately, as for example in artistic 
works exploring and representing the multi-layered character of identities8. 

and 2019 Heinz-Nixdorf Foundation: “Re-imagining the Nation: Memory, Identity and the Emotions”, 
delivered at the 31st Annual Conference of the Academia Europaea, “Building Bridges” (Barcelona, 
23-25 October 2019).
6 Interviewed by T. Adams for The Guardian on September 16, 2018, Fukuyama replies to the 
question whether Trump's scattershot illiberalism is transitory and irrelevant or a new reality, by 
remarking: “He is definitely not a blip. The most disturbing thing is the amount of support he gets 
despite all the damaging, racist, absurd things he does [...] Trump instinctively picks these racial 
themes in order to drive people on the left crazy and they get more and more extreme in their 
response”.
7 According to Redding 2019, who examines the increasing resistance of voters to adopt a universal 
point of view, philosophy, reconsidering Hegel's lesson (pace Popper), can play a role in society as a 
non-scientistic alternative for reconciling the universal point of view with the views of the broader 
populace: “by looking at the empirical sciences as the sole epistemic authority to be called upon our 
collective action and to marginalize the role of philosophical reflection, paradoxically, this has resulted 
in a threat to the contribution of science itself to the formation and implementation of policy in 
democratic liberal states, with voters willing to treat a scientific consensus with scepticism” (ivi, 85).
8 I refer in particular to the drawings, paintings and collages of the Turkish artist Irfan Önürmen 
(1958). In his 2013 painting "Gaze Series #28" (exhibited in the Istanbul Museum of Modern Art 
Collection), he “shows the capacity of a subdivided and fragmented facial expression to mirror 
socety and identity. The artist is concerned with the idea of identification in today's world, which 
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Our contributors were asked to provide a multifaceted, critical examination of 
the ways, tools and strategies by which European societies have historically 
envisioned and now confront and construct their perception, representation and 
evaluation of the unity of humankind within its contextualised diversity.

The essays are written by members of different Sections of the Humanities and 
Social Science Classes of the Academia Europaea, researchers of the Department 
of Humanities and of the Department of Life Sciences of the University of 
Trieste, and younger post-doctoral researchers in philosophy, anthropology and 
literature, with international education and training. Additional entries were 
invited from Cristiana Baldazzi and Roberta Gefter Wondrich, of the Department 
of Humanities of the University of Trieste, and from Preston Stovall, of the 
University of Hradec Králové, Czech Republic, according to the criteria of affinity 
of research interests and competence. 

This volume is divided into four main parts. The first part, “We and Our 
Others: Identifying and Specifying Human Animals” (Chapters 1-3), opens with 
a rich historical survey of theories of the nature of ‘mankind’ from the late 
sixteenth to the early nineteenth century, including less explored authors and 
circumstances. Wolfgang Proß provides the subsequent contribution a broad 
political, philosophical, religious and socio-geographical context, intelligible to 
a wide readership (Chapter 1). He discusses the arguments in favour of human 
diversity: i. showing how the Aristotelian legacy of ‘natural born masters and 
slaves’ was questioned by the emergence of a new historical and geographical 
attitude describing and representing human beings; ii. highlighting changing 
views regarding climate as the key cause of human difference through the birth 
of physical geography; iii. examining the supersession of biblical explanation 
of human diversity through new insights into human physiology and the social 
role of language; iv. confronting Meiners’ theory of ‘races’ with arguments 
favouring a universal humanity (Ferguson, Herder, Alexander and Wilhelm von 
Humboldt).  Mario Marino (Chapter 2) examines the self-representation humans 
develop of their species-based identity, digging into the genesis, significance and 
status of Blumenbach’s physical anthropology, together with its iconography. 
Marino accounts for the theoretical, methodological and moral grounds of 
Blumenbach’s highly influential racial division of humanity by showing its 
constant evolution, focusing on the empirical and intuitive components of 
Blumenbach's systematicity, and highlighting how ambivalent concepts, 
underlying assumptions and unsolved issues conditioned Blumenbach's work 

specifically defines who one is supposed to be, and conveys the repercussions of such identification 
in his works". On the artist's technique to show "the disparity between real identities and their 
representations”; see https://ariaartgallery.com/profile/irfan-onurmen/.
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(e.g. the privileged status of the Caucasian race), paving the way to its ideological 
reception in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Cinzia Chiandetti (Chapter 3) 
offers a comparative psychological discussion of the cognitive biases and mental 
prejudices characterizing the ‘us/them’ dichotomies used for ingroup/outgroup 
distinctions, differentiating human beings on the basis of race, gender, religion, 
socio-economic status, etc., as well as distinguishing humans from non-human 
animals. Chiandetti points to phylogenetically ancient mechanisms allowing 
early humans to reason about coalitions and alliances by using a simple cognitive 
architecture tailored by natural selection to augment survival chances.

Ingroup/outgroup issues are also central to Part 2, “Religious Diversity and 
Ethnic Identities: Social Groups and Cultural Interrelations” (Chapters 4-6). 
Gereon Wolters (Chapter 4) addresses the anthropological roots of the success 
of religion to build cohesion of social groups. Wolters claims that to construct 
religious otherness confirms group identity, and analyses the role played 
by violence in processes of othering in the Holy Scriptures of monotheistic 
religions (ancient Judaism, Christianity and Islam). By contrast, Carmela 
Baffioni (Chapter 5) examines how hermeneutics may bridge clefts between 
the religious beliefs and practices among monotheisms, fostering circulation of 
similar ideas and transmission of knowledge. Examining as a case study of the 
scriptural narrative of God’s gift of language to Adam, Carmela Baffioni provides 
evidence of cultural transmission and circulation of similar ideas in Muslim 
and Jewish contexts and between the Muslim East and al-Andalus, as the Arabs 
called the Iberian Peninsula during the seven centuries of Muslim domination. 
By examining two Arab travelogues of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
describing an Egyptian intellectual’s and a Lebanese artist’s journey to the 
former ‘mythical’ Moorish Spain, Cristiana Baldazzi (Chapter 6) provides a 
modern example of perspectivism and cultural interrelations with travel 
as a connective medium. Baldazzi shows the progressive overcoming of a 
prejudicial ‘us/them’ dichotomy between Muslim Arabs and Catholic Spaniards 
through knowledge acquired by experience and direct acquaintance. Both of 
the examined authors, each in his own way, find themselves at home upon 
arrival in a foreign Spain. They overcome their sense of otherness by retracing 
the ancient greatness of Arab civilization in so far as the ‘other’ has inherited 
and preserved genuine civic and physical “Arab characteristics”. What emerges 
is an interface between ingroup/outgroup issues with the intention to restore 
a spirit of national pride by showing how in the past the relation between the 
Arabs and Europe was overturned in respect to the present.

The third, central part: “The ‘I’ and the ‘We’ in Context,” is subdivided into two 
sections of two chapters each (Chapters 7-10). The first section, “The Individual 
and Communal Perspectives: A Philosophical Approach” (Chapters 7-8) first 
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addresses Hegel's phenomenological account of the formation of subjective 
and inter-subjective identity, elucidating the becoming of human selves as 
subjects of normative statuses, when overcoming their merely natural life 
through the encounter with their own others (Ferrini, Chapter 7). Yet how can 
subjective modes of thought become expressions of the collective identity of a 
community? The modern birth of autonomous intentional collectives is taken 
as the starting point of Chapter 8 (Stovall). Beginning from Hegel's notion 
of ethical life, Preston Stovall regards education as an art whose telos is or 
includes appreciation of values shared across a community. Taking issue with 
the growing socio-political divisions across Europe and North America today, 
Stovall examines the impact this polarization now has on the academy and 
investigates the grounds for assessing what the educator in an autonomous 
intentional collective ought to be doing.

While the philosophical perspectives of Chapters 7 and 8 help to define the 
core of modern and contemporary times characterized by the growth of individual 
and collective autonomy, Chapters 9 and 10 focus on individual autonomy 
and community relations in periods of group polarization, providing real-life 
variations of settings for the more general issues about education from Chapter 8, 
which discusses policy implications of Chapter 7. Both Chapters 9 and 10 argue 
for a creative and participatory nationalism which challenges the recent turn to 
populist nationalism involving authoritarian and xenophobic aims9. The second 
section of Part 3, “Ethnic Resilience, National Identities and Diaspora,” initially 
accounts for the Greek Orthodox people’s process of national identification 
through the commercial and intellectual networks built by its diaspora. Focusing 
on Greek Orthodox trade migration in the Habsburg Empire, Olga Katsiardi-
Hering (Chapter 9) presents identity in diaspora as a social phenomenon with 
distinctive (ethnical, religious, cultural) dimensions and flexible communitarian 
associations. Moreover, the case study of Greek identity exhibits the concrete 
interconnection of various themes examined in the previous chapters: ‘us/them’ 
dichotomies, processes of othering within religion communities, the continuity 

9 For a reappraisal of nationalism as essential to democracy, contra its populist interpretation 
see Tamir 2019. See also Hollerich 2019: “Europe, which is losing its identity, builds bad identities, 
populisms, where the nation is no longer lived as a political community, but becomes a ghost of 
the past, a specter that drags behind it the victims of wars caused by the nationalisms of history. 
Populisms want to stave off real problems by organizing dances around a golden calf. They build a 
false identity, denouncing enemies who are accused of all the ills of society: for example, migrants 
or the European Union. Populisms bind together individuals, not in communities where the other 
is a nearby person, a partner in dialogue and action, but rather in groups that repeat the same 
slogans, which create new uniformities, which are the gateways for new totalitarianisms”. For an 
examination of the political position and nature of populism, employing analytic techniques of 
conceptual clarification, see Müller 2019.
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of economic and ideological dialogue through travel as a real connecting 
medium between people, thus offering a first moment of synthesis between 
contextualised theoretical and historical analysis. By critically discussing and 
deconstructing stereotypical categories which still pervade current social and 
legal discourses on ethnic minorities, Paola Toninato (Chapter 10) examines the 
puzzling case of the cultural cohesiveness of Roma/Gypsies, a people that along 
the centuries were first subject to policies of exclusion and marginalisation and 
then to policies of assimilation, to force them to renounce their identity. Toninato 
integrates Katsiardi-Hering narrative of diaspora, characterized by a continuous 
dialogue with an original homeland, by reading the Roma centrifugal dispersion 
as a dynamic adaptation (governed by powerful centripetal forces such as the 
web of families and the ethics of sharing) to past and ongoing changes in the 
social and economic environment. She elucidates the reasons for the resilience 
of such multilingual, non-territorial ethnic minority, and their constitution (in 
2000) of a stateless Nation, identifying their innovation and creativity in the 
political and literary field as the agents who today preserve intra-group cohesion 
and provide them with a sense of common belonging. The focus is on the rise of 
an ‘autochthonous’ Romani written literature, as a crucial identitarian medium 
and tool, at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

 The fourth and final Part of this collection: “Injured Identities and Histories of 
Discrimination” (Chapters 11-13) presents an illuminating diversity of examples 
and vantage points from literature which overtly concern actual forms of cross-, 
crossed and multi-cultural experiences and histories. This Part opens with Roberta 
Gefter Wondrich’s (Chapter 11) analysis of Caryl Phillips’ postmodernist and 
postcolonial narratives, which have constantly focussed on issues of belonging, 
origins, displacement and persecution, identitarian precariousness and the 
historical process of constructing nationality, engaging with the canonical intertext 
and two of the most traumatic events of modern history: colonial slavery and the 
Holocaust. She examines The Nature of Blood (1997), which partly rewrites Othello, 
combining it with two historically displaced narratives of the Jewish diaspora 
set in the fiftheen century (C.E.) and in 1948, and The Lost Child (2015), which 
features sort of a prequel to Wuthering Heights, a biofictional reimagining of Emily 
Brontë’s last days and the ill-fated love story of a couple differing in both class and 
race in 1960s England. According to Gefter Wondrich, the disjunctive and multi-
layered structure of Phillips’ texts conveys both the feature of individual, isolated 
and plural existential narratives and the imperative of connectedness, affinity and 
refraction through the cultural and literary endeavour.

Cultural and literary endeavour are also at the core of the last two contributions, 
which focus on creative literary forms of resilience in life-threatening conditions 
from the standpoint of the most vulnerable voices. Susana Onega’s starting 
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point (Chapter 12) is awareness that the human symbolic capacity is essential 
not only for representing and transmitting useful knowledge and strengthening 
group cohesion, but also and most importantly for (re)shaping of reality 
through dissociation, as a form of resilience to overcome memories of events 
undermining one’s own sense of identity, such as those endured in internment 
camps. Dissociation provides human beings with the possibility of perceiving the 
environment selectively and, consequently, of limiting the traumatic impact of 
its most threatening aspects without ignoring them. Onega examines the power 
of this mental resource by analysing the role of classical wondertales as a way of 
assimilating, transmitting and working through Holocaust trauma. Rosario Arias 
concludes our collection on human diversity in context (Chapter 13) by focussing 
on the ‘other within others’, aiming to re-orient women’s position in the history 
of the Holocaust and in Holocaust literature. Rosario Arias offers a critical study 
of women’s survivor narratives, analysing the specificity of their vulnerability or 
“gender wounding”, defined as “a shattering of something innate and important 
to her sense of her own womanhood”. She examines ways in which the female 
voice made itself distinctively heard in a women’s concentration camp, though it is 
largely neglected by historians. Her nuanced account of the testimonial literature 
on female selves’ survival strategies as prisoners includes the ‘other’s other’ 
voice of women as perpetrators. Her chapter provides a climactic conclusion of 
the processes of othering and estrangement, crossing human identities in various 
contexts, studied in this volume. 

3. Editorial Policies

In summarizing the arrangement and concept, the integrity and significant 
continuities of this volume, the editor aims to highlight the guiding threads 
designed to link together the wide range of diverse topics and standpoints 
examined here. Taken as a whole, the collection shows how differences can 
manifest, articulate and actualise prospects of and for identity when these two 
extremes are not taken in an abstract, pre-judicial way, as mutually opposed and 
challenging fixed terms of reference, but are seen and examined in their concrete, 
living interplay within a variety of contexts. 

This volume appears in English for two main reasons. One concerns the 
Academia Europaea. English is its official language, it is headquartered in 
London and as an international, nongovernmental, non-profit association of 
leading individual scientists and scholars, it is registered under English charity 
law. Moreover, given its pan-European scope, English, as the most widely 
shared language of Occidental scholarship, functions as connective tissue and 
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communication medium for scholarly exchanges among the members (here of 
three different nationalities: Italian, German and Spanish). The second reason 
concerns the Department of Humanities of the University of Trieste. One of 
its strategic aims is to foster internationalisation when supporting research 
projects, in order to reach wider audiences and to encourage dissemination 
of its members' scholarly results. To achieve this goal, writing in English 
and publishing both in print and in open access can be advantageous. In my 
departmental responsibility for internationalisation, I am especially concerned 
to facilitate these communications. 

These two reasons underlie my editorial policy regarding the language 
and manners of publication of this volume; yet they also raise a concern, for 
to choose the Anglophone readership as context of reference requires caution 
about culturally sensitive issues. Two such editorial challenges concern the 
degree of awareness of non-sexist language, and the use of the term ‘Holocaust’. 
The editor is aware that, regardless of an author’s intention, the generic ‘man’ or 
‘mankind’ is not interpreted gender-neutrally in the English-speaking world, as 
testified by the Guidelines for Non-Sexist Use of Language issued by the American 
Philosophical Association on 19 January, 201910. Yet it would have been 
anachronistic, uncritical and decontextualised to disregard the original term 
‘mankind’ in the English literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
substituting for it ‘humankind’ (see Chapter 1)11, whereas it would have been too 
one-sided to write of an educator or of an educator’s students only in terms of 
‘she’ and ‘her’ (as was done in the first draft of Chapter 8).

The term ‘Holocaust’ is commonly used in Anglo-Saxon culture to refer to 
the genocide of European Jews during the Second World War, whereas in the 
rest of Europe and in Israel the trend is to use the Hebrew word ‘Shoah’. Both 
words are controversial and have advantages and disadvantages. ‘Holocaust’ 
is often used in its wider, more inclusive meaning, to encompass all ethnic and 
social groups suffering Nazi persecution or who died at their hands. Since the 
eighteenth century, the lower-case ‘holocaust’ has been used to indicate the 
violent deaths of large human groups. Against it stands the Greek etymology of 
the word, which retains its meaning of a sacrificial victim, whether a religious 
offering, or due to some measure of guilt. The term ‘Shoah’, meaning ‘calamity’ 
or ‘catastrophe’, was used to refer to the Jewish genocide in order to avoid the 
connotation of ineluctable sacrifice, but as a Hebrew word, its standard use risks 
suggesting that the Nazi extermination project was restricted to a single people. 

10 See https://www.apaonline.org/page/nonsexist.
11 In German, the term Humanität refers to a product of civilisation, whereas Menschheit conveys 
merely biological connotations. 
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In 1956, the Jewish poet U. Z. Greenberg entitled his Bialik Award acceptance 
speech “Destruction of the Diaspora, not Holocaust”, thus explicitly rejecting 
the term ‘Holocaust’ and also implicitly challenging the term ‘Shoah’. A third 
option was reported in 2012 by Josh Fleet, according to which Itzik Gottesman, 
Associate Editor of Forverts, the Yiddish version of the Jewish Daily Forward, said 
in an e-mail that the Yiddish word for the Holocaust is Khurbn, a term derived 
from a Hebrew word that refers to the destruction of the ancient Temples in 
Jerusalem12. As this issue remains unsettled, the editor allowed full freedom to 
the contributors in the use of these terms, relying on their professional judgment 
and awareness of the issues at stake (see Chapters 11-13).

As a distinctive compendium of scholarship reflecting the current state and 
different fields of studies on identity, otherness and processes of othering, the 
editor and the authors hope to have produced a valuable contribution to current 
debates and research. What integrates the Academia Europaea's mission and 
vision with the research strategies and educational objectives of the Department 
of Humanities of the University of Trieste is the capacity to inspire new thinking 
to address contemporary challenges13. We hope to do so, not as the pastime of 
someone who can be amused by enjoying serious talk, but in a more productive 
and engaged intellectual manner, as echoed in this sentence from the dawn of 
our European cultural tradition:

nobler far is the serious pursuit of the dialectician, who, finding a congenial soul, by 
the help of science sows and plants therein words which are able to help themselves 
and him who planted them, and are not unfruitful, but have in them a seed which 
others brought up in different soils render immortal, making the possessors of it 
happy to the utmost extent of human happiness (Plato, Phaedrus 276e-277a).

4. The Original Research Project

This collection has a long, somewhat complex background. Its nucleus and 
rationale originate from a research project highlighting the Academia Europaea’s 
contribution to the European humanistic culture that David Coates, executive 

12 Fleet 2012; for a survey, see Sullam Calimani 2019.
13 It is worth noting that beginning from October 2019 a substantial part of the Department of 
Humanities’ multifarious research activities are coordinated within the general frame of a three year 
common project focused on “Transformations of the Human”. The present volume pertains to the 
thematic area “Human societies: persons, education and rights”, research field: “Identity, diversity 
and pluralism” within that departmental general project. I personally coordinate the project 
“Identity and Diversity of the Subject in Natural and Social Contexts: a Historical and Philosophical 
Approach”, divided in two parts: “Human Diversity in Context” (together with Cristiana Baldazzi and 
Roberta Gefter Wondrich) and “Kant and the determination of the concept of race in the philosophy 
of history” (together with Mario Marino). 
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secretary of the Academia, asked me to design, in my capacity as general project 
coordinator, on behalf of the Board, in Autumn 2013. 

The original research project aimed to bring together scholars belonging to 
the Humanities and Social Sciences Classes of the Academy of Europe sharing 
the same vocation and similar research and scientific interests: to study the 
production, transmission and differentiation of what European societies have 
assumed and represented as ‘human’. The project aimed to examine and assess 
concepts, practices and institutions concerned with ‘identity’ and ‘otherness’. 

Attention was given to the possibility of having to develop new categories and 
new critical attitudes so as to grasp and establish what now transpires within 
Europe and between its member nations and their – that is: our – neighbours. 
I entitled that multi-disciplinary project Human Diversity in Context: Processes 
of ‘Othering’, Construction and Dynamics of Identities, Recognition of Valuational 
Difference in European Traditions.

I began by considering that even for common sense the notion of diversity is not 
so vague and indeterminate. The notion of diversity is distinct to those of variety, 
indicating as it does the specific quality of certain characteristics which diverge 
from the standard type of some subject. This standard type remains the point 
of reference. The notion of diversity is also distinct to notions of any difference 
which we consider extraneous, foreign, unknown or incomprehensible. In 
philosophy, at least since Plato’s Sophist, diversity expresses a difference intrinsic 
to some identity. According to Plato (and then Hegel), any thing or ens that IS, has 
a quality or character which specifies and determines it; for this very reason, its 
being individuates not only its own limited and finite form, but also whatever 
does not belong to it, or whatever we do not ascribe to it. Accordingly, diversity 
is dialectically entwined with identity: both arise from the same movement of 
thought in mutual contrast. Therefore, when applied to human beings, diversity 
is not ‘static’ but mobile, insofar as it is prospective; it is not absolute, but relative 
to the kind(s) of identity constituted at specific times and places by specific 
groups, or attributed by some group to (purported) others. Such group identities 
are integral conceptual contrasts, classifications or distinctions; they serve to 
distinguish purported groups by differentiating them. Such notions of human 
diversity and identity must always be considered in context.

This rationale was proposed to members of the Academia Europaea from 
Classics and Oriental Studies, History, Anthropology, Literary Studies, Philosophy, 
Theology and Religious Studies, Geography and Social Sciences. The result was 
a major multi- and cross-disciplinary project articulated into 7 Work Packages, 
with 24 participants total14. However, difficulties in fund raising required scaling 

14 The research team leaders of each work package were: Johannes Haubold (University of Durham), 
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down the plan and seeking partners. A smaller group of scholars invited me to 
pursue the project with more modest aims and short-term objectives15. This led 
to the international conference, Human Diversity in Context, held in Trieste on 
25-26 September 2018, when, for the first time, the Department of Humanities 
of the University of Trieste and the Academia Europaea, by generous use of its 
Hubert Curien 2018 Fund, linked key research questions in the humanities and 
the social sciences16. Its results confirmed the productivity and feasibility of 
fostering synergy between the pan-European network of the Academia Europaea 
and members’ local university institutions co-financing the event. The essays 
presented here are largely based upon papers presented to this conference, 
which was organised in 6 Sessions: 

John Tolan (University of Nantes), Cinzia Ferrini (University of Trieste), Sami Pihlström (University 
of Helsinki), Maria Paradiso (University of Milan), Iván Zoltán Dénes (Henrik Marczali Research 
Team, Budapest), Susana Onega (University of Zaragoza). The key topics were as follows: WP1 
(Haubold): Classics and its Others: Pathologies of Othering, Cultural Exchanges between East and West 
and European Traditions of ‘Selfing’. WP2 (Tolan): Legal Aspects of the Construction and Co-Existence 
of Religious and Ethnic Identities at the Origin of Modern and Contemporary European Societies. WP3 
(Ferrini): Describing, Measuring and Classifying Human Beings: Developing Comprehensive Theories 
and Assimilating Reported Natural Histories of Human Diversity. WP4 (Pihlström) Recognizing 
Religious and Moral Identities: Reason, Freedom, and Valuational Diversity in European Traditions. 
WP5 (Paradiso) Construction and Reconstruction of Identities and Territorialities in the 21st century. 
WP6 (Iván Zoltán Dénes) Trauma Management, Self-Images and Otherness: Competing Regimes of 
Memory in Divided European Societies. WP7 (Onega) Scope and Limits of the Literary Representation 
of the Human: The ‘Otherness’ of Trans- and Post-Human Cultures. 
15 They were Paradiso, Onega, Zoltán Dénes, Tolan. 
16  The Trieste 2018 conference was followed by the workshop “Beyond Identity? New Avenues for 
Interdisciplinary Research on Identity” organized in the Academia Europaea Wroclaw Knowledge 
Hub on 8-9 November 2019. This further event was designed “to explore the contemporary issues 
of identity, devise common approaches and find possible solutions to current identity problems 
including sectarianism, nationalism, ethnic violence, violent identity politics and identity-fuelled 
wars”. The Conveners  (Ireneusz P. Karolewski (MAE) from the Leipzig University, Virginie 
Mamadouh (MAE) from the University of Amsterdam, and Dr. Dorota Kołodziejczyk from the 
Postcolonial Studies Center, University of Wrocław) sought to devise an interdisciplinary dialogue 
spanning social science and humanities, on the fixed aspects of identity-making versus socially 
constructed factors. The workshop aimed “to bring together insights from various disciplines into how 
individual and collective identities are formed, negotiated and fixed, how individual and collective 
formats and purposes in identity interact or clash”. A further goal was “to debate the long-established, 
classical research positions and the newest advancements in theory and empirical findings in various 
disciplines, also to better grasp possible changes of paradigms in exploring identity”. See https://
acadeuro.wroclaw.pl/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Beyond-Identity-Program-Biograms-and-
Abstracts-Book.pdf. Furthermore, a workshop on “Collective Identities, Nations and Social Spheres” 
will be organised by the Class of Social and Related Sciences and by the Wroclaw Hub of the Academia 
Europaea in Spring 2021 and will highlight key issues in the study of collective identities and their 
dependence on and consequences for social spheres and the nature of political order.
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1. Social Co-Existence of Different Identities: Models of Diversity in Historical 
Perspective; 

2. Comprehending Otherness in Philosophy and Religious Sciences; 

3. Identity and Otherness in Cultural Anthropology, Natural History and 
Comparative Psychology;

4. Human Diversity in Social and Political Contexts;

5. Modern and Contemporary Histories of Self-Identity and Diaspora;

6. Contextualised Perspectives: Story-Telling of Injured Identities in Contem-
porary Narratives and Histories of Discrimination.

These presentations considered a wide array of topics, focusing the central 
issue of ‘human diversity’ from various perspectives. They ranged from the 
recognition or, if need be, reconstruction of diverse religious identities in 
dialogue, to the analysis of vulnerable identities wounded by ideological or 
racial obsessions; from the formation of territorially bounded human collectives 
and their diasporae to the dialectical examination of processes of ‘othering’; 
from cultural and physical anthropological narratives and classifications of 
humankind, to exploring cognitive skills humans share and do not share with 
non-human animals, thus unveiling the neurological roots of our judgments and 
pre-judgments about the ‘us’/‘them’ dichotomy.

The present volume, though named with the same title, is no mere conference 
proceedings, as the essays published here are either longer and more nuanced 
revisions of the oral presentations, or in some cases entirely new research.

John Tolan, who delivered the paper “Legal Construction and Co-Existence of 
Religious and Ethnic Identities at the Origin of Contemporary European Society” 
(Session 1), presented results of the research program “RELMIN: The Legal 
Status of Religious Minorities in the Euro-Mediterranean World (fifth-fifteenth 
centuries)”, financed through an Advanced Grant from the European Research 
Council (2010-2015)17. Moreover, in collaboration with the Academia Europaea, 
he organized the conference “Religious Pluralism and Social Diversity: Religions 
in the European Public Space” (University of Nantes, 3-5 October 2018)18. 
Therefore he was unable to contribute to this volume an entirely original 
research paper. The same holds for Maria Paradiso. She presented “Ethnic 
Minorities and Migrants’ Success in Embedding Themselves in Destination 

17 See Berend et al., 2017.
18 See program and rationale at: https://www.ae-info.org/ae/Acad_Main/Past_Events/2011-
present/Religious%20 Pluralism%20and%20Social%20Diversity. 
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Country or Their Majority Space” (Session 4). Her presentation drew upon a 
co-authored chapter with itzhak Schnell, Ahmed Diab (Tel Aviv University) 
in the frame of a FP7 Marie Curie MEDCHANGe project grant coordinated by 
Maria Paradiso herself. At that time, the paper was forthcoming in a Springer 
book series19. iván Zoltán Dénes offered a dense and committed socio-political 
analysis in his opinion paper “Political Hysteria as a Cornerstone for Making 
Autocratic State” (Session 4), which lay beyond the scope of this scholarly 
collection20. Tullia Catalan (Department of Humanities, University of Trieste) 
delivered the very first results of her new historical research on “Anti-Semitism 
and identities in the italian Women's Testimonies of the USC Shoah Foundation 
Archives” (Session 6). She was therefore unable to meet the deadline for this 
collection. Though their work, for different reasons, does not appear in this set of 
essays, i wish to express my deepest gratitude to John, Maria, iván and Tullia for 
participating in the conference. Although we suffered the absence of iván, due to 
unexpected health problems, his paper was read by Tolan.

 John, Maria and Tullia chaired sessions, engaged in lively discussion, opened 
up new cultural horizons by sharing data and methodologies, and so contributed 
with great professionality and competence to making multi-disciplinarity a real 
experience in our academic life21.

 

19 See Diab, Paradiso, Schnell 2019.
20 See Dénes 2019a and 2019b. 
21 Thanks are due to Prof. Ermenegilda Manganaro, former professor of “History of Political 
Doctrines” at DiSU for generously supporting this publication. i owe a debt of gratitude to Susana 
Onega for co-editing Chapter 6.
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