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Diversity always proves a bit
frightening, for it challenges our
securities and the status quo. [...]
In the face of cultural, ethnic, 
political and religious diversity, 
we can either retreat into a rigid
defense of our supposed identity, 
or become open to encountering 
others and cultivating together 
the dream of a fraternal society.

POPE FRANCIS

Speech to the Hungarian Episcopal Conference
Apostolic visit to Budapest, September 12, 2021 
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Sociology and Intercultural  
Relations 
Between Hegemonic Research Practices 
and the Critical Gaze*

❖ Ilenya Camozzi

Abstract

Within the context of an interdisciplinary discussion on the epistemological
statutes and research practices inherent to interculturality, this essay aims to re-
flect on the emancipatory potential of the discipline of sociology, in particular of
that branch of sociology that looks at cultural differences. In order to reach this
goal we need to question both the ways in which cultural differences reflexively
transform the discipline and the heuristic validity of the analytical categories with
which sociology has gained legitimacy. By chronologically articulating some of
the main stages of the conceptualisation of ethnic and race relations – from Max
Weber, Robert Park, William Du Bois to the more recent approach of Southern
epistemologies and  intersectional, post-colonial, and de-colonial feminist ap-
proaches – the essay highlights the hegemonic responsibilities of sociological re-
flection on intercultural relations. At the same time, it dwells on those critical views
which, starting from the denunciation of the Eurocentric (but also patriarchal and
bourgeois) character of the sociological canon, point the way to emancipatory re-
search practices. Finally, the essay recalls the importance of a historical and re-
flexive sociology.
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Introduction

My contribution to this interdisciplinary dialogue on epistemological statutes and
research practices inherent to multiculturalism and interculturality will have a so-

ciological slant. The aim is to share a reflection on the emancipatory potential of the
sociological discipline and in particular of that branch of sociology that turns its gaze
to cultural differences and to the coexistence between them. This commitment re-
quires us to question first of all the possibility that cultural differences can reflexively
transform this discipline, and the ways in which this may happen; but asks us, at the
same time, to question the heuristic validity of the analytical categories with which so-
ciology has gained legitimacy, taking into account the contexts (including geograph-
ical contexts) in which they have been produced and the canons that have been de-
fined, whose implications in ethnocentric and essentialist terms are today more
widely recognised and denounced.

In order to pursue this objective – a complex objective which would require an ar-
ticulate genealogy of sociological thought as well as an accurate historicization – I
have had to make choices and effect reductions which I believe, however, will be able
to restore the process of affirmation, and the responsibility in hegemonic terms, of a
discipline that came into being with modernity and which as such confronts social
and cultural differences right from the outset. I will briefly bring attention to Weberian
thinking on the categories of race and ethnicity and to that of the Chicago school to
whom is owed the earliest systemisation in the analysis of race relations; these the-
matisations will be placed in dialogue with an author who was, for many years, dis-
regarded; William E. B. Du Bois. This first passage allows us to highlight the prob-
lematic, even pernicious, union between the need for new knowledge that seeks to
focus on the transition from community to society and its ideological foundations. A
second passage of my reflection – a passage that is also of a chronological nature –
is dedicated to the comparison between the so-called epistemologies of the North
and the epistemologies of the South: hence the proposal of an emancipatory sociol-
ogy created by Boaventura de Sousa to guide us in the critique of Western sociolog-
ical imagination and its analytical distortions, which appear to be the product of the
processes of modernization and the colonial experience. The concepts of the abyssal
line, the sociology of absences and the sociology of emergences will be evoked.

A third passage of my reasoning – in the wake of a pars construens – evokes the
need to reflect on the relationships to cultural differences, first of all by declining the lat-
ter in the plural and, at the same time, keeping the multiple cultural differences (of ethno-
racial type, but also of gender, age, class) jointly in consideration if the objective of so-
ciology is to consist in being a critical discipline, capable of exposing the apparatus of
domination that regulates cultural differences, naturalising them, transforming them into
inequalities. The intersectional perspective and that of postcolonial and decolonial fem-
inisms are discussed here in relation to their theoretical and empirical value. The inter-
vention closes by recalling the importance of a historical and reflexive sociology.

Max Weber, William Du Bois and Chicago School 
race relations studies

The choice to begin my reflection by placing Max Weber, Robert Park – the central
figure of the Chicago School who is credited with the first theorisations on race re-

lations – and William Du Bois in dialogue, is dictated by the different degree of influ-
ence that these authors, from different places and at different times, have had in elab-
orating the sociological view of intercultural relations. These are three coeval authors:
Weber and Park are of the same age (they were born in 1864), Du Bois is a few years
younger (he was born in 1868); Park and Du Bois are US citizens; Weber is German.
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Their paths – intellectual and personal – often crossed, both in the United States of
America – where Weber went in 1904 for three months with his sociologist wife Mari-
anne Weber on the occasion of the Congress of Arts and Science in St. Louis – and
in Germany, in Heidelberg and Berlin, where Robert Park and William Du Bois1 stud-
ied. The colour line2, i.e. their ethno-cultural background and the colour of their skin,
weighs just as dramatically on their interpersonal relations as it does on their specific
research on ethnic and race relations. As is well known, Max Weber is, together with
Simmel and Durkheim, part of what is termed the sacred triad of sociology. In his
monumental work, he touched on, albeit marginally, the theme of race and ethnicity,
particularly in regard to nation building. In Economy and Society3, Weber deals with
the idea of nation by placing it in relation to ethnic community and racial affiliation.
While racial affiliation is ‘really’ based on a community of origin (i.e. a community of
blood, of biological factors), Weber writes, ethnic affiliation, on the other hand, is
based on perception, i.e. the subjective belief that one is part of a community of ori-
gin. Like ethnic community, nation is based on a belief in a shared life, on sentiment,
on collective representation, but unlike ethnic community, it is fuelled by a passion for
political power – for the greatness of the nation, to be exact. The elements that allow
ethnicity to consolidate are, according to Weber, language and religion, which gen-
erate cognitive proximity and the sharing of the ultimate meaning of existence. To
these two elements, the German sociologist adds the political dimension. The politi-
cal community utilises the symbolism of the blood community, the family clan, the pri-
mordial and mythological origin, and represents the most artificial form from which
the belief in the ethnic-type bond originates.

If race, by virtue of its biological ‘validity’, is a category that should not concern so-
ciology, ethnicity and nation, by virtue of the social representations concerning them,
are instead concepts whose elaboration and clarification sociology is obliged to deal
with. It is a mature Weber who dilutes the colour line that was also present in his
youthful writings of the 1890s4 and that dealt with the ‘Polish question’, the study of
the condition of agricultural workers in the Prussian provinces east of the Elbe5. As
Elke Winter6 has suggested, it is necessary to place Weber’s reflections on race in
the historical era in which he lived: an era in which the division of humanity into bio-
logically different races was accepted and social inequalities were interpreted as the
gap between the subjects’ natural dispositions. However, Weber resisted the devel-
opment of such ideological views in the field of social research, emphasising that
racial characteristics did not determine social action. 

His trip to the United States of America is an opportunity to nurture his interest in
intercultural relations: he focuses his attention, for example, on the reasons for the in-
creased discrimination perpetrated by the white population towards African Americans
rather than towards Native Americans. The reasons, in Weber’s eyes, are not to be as-
cribed to ‘anthropological differences’ but rather to the weight of memory that anchors
them inextricably to slavery and its institutionalisation. The causes are therefore due to
the white population’s sense of superiority; racial inequalities are institutional, fed pri-
marily by the education system7. Weber took an interest in the studies of William E. B.
Du Bois, whom he met again on the American trip (the two had met in Berlin during
Du Bois’s study stay between 1892 and 1894). His study of the plight of African Amer-
icans8 and the processes of racialisation of which they are victims contributes to the
Weberian interest in ‘ethnic’ relations and the pervasiveness of racism. Du Bois is a
scholar whose intellectual biography is emblematic in terms of the hegemonic
processes in sociological production. His being non-white has in fact undermined his
scientific legitimisation as much in the field of reflection on ethnic and racial relations
as in relation to the emergence of American sociology. He embodies the ‘rejected’9

scholar: because of the social milieu of the time, steeped in anti-Afro-American racism
in which the dominant and hegemonic practices of white (male) sociologists are also
to be found, he was systematically and deliberately marginalised by the nascent Amer-
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ican academy. Du Bois – whose scientific commitment is not dissociated from his po-
litical-militant one – always rejected social Darwinism and any form of a reasoning re-
garding natural laws in the understanding of ‘social facts’, preferring an exclusively so-
cial and historical interpretation of the condition of black Americans and the racial in-
equalities that located them at the bottom of the social strata. This is the hallmark of
the Atlanta school of sociology that Du Bois founded as a former student.

It is in the collection of historical and sociological essays The Souls of Black Folk
(1903)10 that Du Bois presents three key concepts of his thinking – the ‘double con-
sciousness’, the ‘colour line’ and the ‘veil’. The scholar, with lucid foresight, predicts
for the America of the 20th century ‘the problem of the colour line’ that can be un-
derstood in relation to the ‘double consciousness’ experienced by the African Amer-
ican population. 

«It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always look-
ing at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape
of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his
twoness, an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled striv-
ings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps
it from being torn asunder»11.

While in Atlanta, Du Bois is welding intellectual and civic commitment12, in
Chicago the emerging ‘white sociology’ finds in the figure of Robert Park its pyg-
malion. Within a handful of years Du Bois had published The Philadelphia Negro
(1899), Durkheim had published The Suicide13 and in 1892 the Department of Soci-
ology had been founded in Chicago. Surprisingly, despite the innovation of his many
works, innovative also in terms of methodology (a forerunner of mixed-methods), Du
Bois is not counted among the founding fathers of American sociology14 – a fate
which did not befall only Du Bois15. A slightly older and lesser-known Robert Park –
and the entire Chicago Sociology Department – would deliberately marginalise and
exclude him from the sociological canon also through the instrumental use of Du
Bois’s more political conflict with Booker T. Washington, founder of the Tuskegee In-
stitute and at that time the most influential African-American leader thanks to his in-
tegrationist and conciliatory policies between blacks and whites. Morris16 writes in
this regard that Park and the Chicago school excluded Du Bois from the American
sociological community by systematically ignoring his work “because of the colour of
his skin and the challenges to Park’s racist remarks”17. Du Bois is highly critical of
both Park’s ‘Darwinist’ reading of race and ethnic relations and the concept of as-
similation with which Park reads the ‘inevitable’ process of civilisation of European mi-
grants in the city of Chicago and US society. A reading of urban ecology that does
not grasp the deep seated mechanisms behind the actions of racism perpetuated by
whites. Already in this first act, this nascent sociology falls into the colour trap.

Epistemologies of the North and Epistemologies of the South

From the very first pages of Epistemologies of the South18, the Portuguese sociol-
ogist Boaventura de Sousa Santos makes it clear that three ideas underpin his

thinking: 

“First, the understanding of the world by far exceeds the Western understanding
of the world. Second, there is no global social justice without global cognitive
justice. Third, the emancipatory transformations in the world may follow gram-
mars and scripts other than those developed by Western-centric critical theory,
and such diversity should be valorized”19.
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Santos, a decolonial sociologist already engaged in anti-globalisation move-
ments20, starts from two assumptions: the first is that, from the perspective of the ex-
cluded and the subaltern (also in terms of processes of racialisation and ethnicisa-
tion), the history of global capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy is characterised by
“institutionalised and harmful lies”21; the second is that the “epistemologies of the
North” – underpinned by a Western-centric reading of the principles of justice and
universalism – are co-responsible in having fuelled a hegemonic narrative of relations
between culturally differentiated social groups, legitimising the power relations be-
tween them. Even the so-called critical theories of Marxist inspiration – first and fore-
most the Frankfurt School – are said to have betrayed the expectations of social
emancipation, due to their admixture of bourgeois attitudes  – connoted we might
add for being masculine, white and heterosexual – which are the object of its critique
but which are, at the same time, fuelled by shared epistemological foundations
“which suppress the cognitive dimension of social injustice and render Western un-
derstanding and transformation of the world universal”22. This is where for Santos, the
need for an epistemological rupture comes in, a condicio sine qua non for giving a
voice to the oppressed by recognising and overcoming the injustices that pervade
their life stories. 

The epistemologies of the South proposed by Santos differ from those of the
North – mainly Eurocentric epistemologies – in being ‘poor theories’, rear-guard the-
ories that rest on the experiences of large minorities and marginalised majorities
struggling against unjustly imposed marginality and inferiority, with the aim of
strengthening their capacity for resistance. Santos’ critical theorising is not Eurocen-
tric insofar as it prepares the ground both for valorising non-Eurocentric conceptions
of emancipation or liberation and for proposing counter-hegemonic interpretations
and uses of Eurocentric concepts, such as those of human rights, the rule of law,
democracy and socialism.

Epistemologies of the South are described by Santos as «…a set of inquiries into
the construction and validation of knowledge born in struggle, of ways of knowing de-
veloped by social groups as part of their resistance against the systematic injustices
and oppressions caused by capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy»23. Santos’ ap-
proach is decolonial, that is, aimed at highlighting the ‘abyssal lines’ drawn by the
dominant abyssal thinking of our time through which both human and non-human re-
alities on the other side of the line are rendered invisible or even actively constructed
and produced as non-existent. This results in the most radical forms of social exclu-
sion. The abyssal line is thus a boundary created in the colonial era that separates
urban/metropolitan forms of sociability from colonial ones24. The character of this
boundary is imaginary, cognitive but also spatial and material25; the abyssal line is a
boundary that the social sciences and sociology in particular are unable to grasp. If
the metropolitan form of sociability has substantiated the modern Western project –
which has in the metaphor of the social contract its “atout”–, since the 16th century a
second type of sociability has been determined: colonial sociability. This second type
of sociability is governed by the tension between violence and appropriation (assim-
ilation, co-optation, incorporation)26. In colonial sociability, the excluded are not in a
position to claim rights because they are not considered human. Their exclusion is
abysmal. The abysmal thinking that Santos refers to corresponds in fact to Eurocen-
tric rational thinking which, as such, does not recognise colonial sociability and what
unfolds in the places and contexts characterised by this type of sociability.

A truly critical sociology – capable of creating the conditions of emancipatory
thinking and generating factually emancipatory knowledge – must therefore “become
post-abstract”: it must be able to illuminate the conditions of those who are excluded,
marginalised, invisible, by examining them through new lenses. It is precisely invisi-
bility that lies at the heart of the epistemology of blindness: an epistemology that ob-
scures, that conceals. More than that, Santos advocates a sociology of absences ca-
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pable of studying the way in which colonial domination relentlessly generates
abysmal exclusion. The sociology of absences has the task of shedding light on the
mechanisms of production and reproduction of the invisible subalterns, that is, of un-
derstanding how the invisibility of other sociabilities is achieved in the name of sup-
posed epistemological superiorities. But to the sociology of absences, Santos also
associates a sociology of emergences, the crucial component of the epistemologies
of the South: here we value not only in political terms but also in scientific-analytical
terms ways of being and ways of generating knowledge across the abyssal line. The
thematisation of these two sociological ‘strategies’ makes it possible to show how
‘the laziness of the dominant modern forms of reason leads to an enormous waste of
social experiences that could otherwise be useful in identifying possibilities for eman-
cipation’27. It is interesting here to emphasise how for the sociologist, the sociology
of absences and the sociology of emergences open up the possibility of both ecolo-
gies of knowledge and intercultural translation; the latter is ‘the alternative to both the
abstract universalism that underpins general Western-centric theories and the idea of
incommensurability between cultures’28. The call is for a strategic alliance between
South g/local, for intercultural translation between scholars/academics/researchers
capable of questioning colonial assumptions that establish social hierarchies that re-
search takes as given. 

Santos, in making us aware of the way in which colonialism still conditions socio-
logical perspectives and research practices today, at the same time invites us to de-
colonise them, an operation only possible if supported by reflexivity, by new, partici-
patory forms of research, in which scholar and ‘studied’ are thought of as actors in
the research relationship – a relationship of reciprocity – and in which the subject/ob-
ject of the research then turns its gaze on the researcher29.

When intercultural relations cross gender and class relations

The intertwining of research practices and social movements – which in the case of
the emergence of Southern epistemologies is mainly in relation to the action of

anti-colonial and other-worldly movements and, in the case of Du Bois, is substanti-
ated in his civic and political commitment to the Afro-American movement – is also
decisive in the case of a further ‘point of view’30 on intercultural relations; a point of
view that is not limited to the ethnic and racial dimension but also invites us to look
jointly at the dimensions of gender and class: Examples of this are the intersectional
approach and that of postcolonial and decolonial feminisms. The contestation of the
Eurocentric character of the social sciences, which is associated with the valorisation
of shadow perspectives from ‘colonised cultures’ and ‘peripheral regions’31, moves
within the conceptual perimeter of ‘race, ethnicity, hegemony, nation-state’. These are
concepts that, as we have seen, have been placed under a very critical lens. The con-
cept of gender, on the other hand, is a concept that was only later indicated as use-
ful in denouncing this Eurocentric drift: it is to post-colonial and decolonial feminist
scholars32 that the role of forerunner in this direction is attributed. Again, the inter-
twining of movement activism and feminist thought is also of benefit33. 

In what follows, we will briefly take up the intersectional, postcolonial, and decolo-
nial feminist approaches in order to ‘advance’ our reflection on the questioning of
hegemonic sociological perspectives – bourgeois, white, masculine. As we shall see,
the ‘third wave’34 feminist movement is decisive in these approaches.

The term intersectionality – proposed by African American legal scholar Kimberlé
Crenshaw – emphasises the ‘multidimensionality of the experiences of marginalised
subjects’35. This approach – which emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s in the
context of critical race studies, which were committed to problematising the sup-
posed neutrality and objectivity of law – was immediately interested in the particular
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intersection of race and gender. To this end, intersectionality rejects the ‘single-axis
framework’ in the practices of analysis, a framework often embraced by both feminist
and anti-racist scholars, and instead focuses attention on the multiple ways in which
race and gender interact to shape the different dimensions of black women’s experi-
ences36. The intersectional approach sets itself scientific and political goals, thus not
disentangling that partnership between theory and praxis that allowed movements,
as early as the 1960s, to ‘bring’ gender into the academy. Even if it is precisely the
‘colour’ of this sodality that is now problematised here. The aim is first and foremost
to subvert, in an unprecedented way, the race/gender binomial in the service of the-
orising about identity.

In fact, the approach was born in that season of the problematisation of identity
politics: the politics of difference that also concerned the ‘multicultural’ plane, which
was first implemented in the United States of America and Canada37. The intention is
to provide an alternative vocabulary to the reading that, for example, political philos-
ophy, in its opposition between communitarians and liberals, makes of the multicul-
tural question, remaining anchored in the equality/difference axis. Crenshaw argues
instead that the real problem with identity politics is that it eludes difference between
groups, a problem that intersectionality claims to solve by highlighting differences
within the broad categories of ‘women’ and ‘blacks’38. Thus, intersectionality seeks to
demonstrate racial variation within gender and gender variation within race39. By set-
ting itself this goal, it has also effectively reversed the march of the universalism of the
‘feminist we’, which would only have been sterilely opposed to the faux-universalism
of the male-dominated ‘we’.

The aspect of the intersectional approach that interests us most here is the invita-
tion it makes to shift attention to subjects long excluded from feminist and anti-racist
studies and the impact this exclusion has on both theory and practice40. The inter-
sectional approach responds to this essentialism by placing at the centre the experi-
ences of subjects whose voices have been ignored, in light of the fact that placing
them at the centre means doing so precisely because of the specificity of their voices.
It is strategic and ‘right’ here, also in methodological terms, to ‘draw on the views of
marginalised subjects’, to ‘look down’41.

The latter is also the point of connection with post-colonial and decolonial femi-
nisms, which both fit into and clarify post-colonial and decolonial studies. The focus of
the postcolonial approach is on a ‘history from below’, i.e. the ‘countercultural’ reinter-
pretation of the colonial (and post-colonial) history of colonised places, highlighting
the ‘everyday forms of resistance’ of subaltern subjects. It is precisely through and on
the alternative, that feminist history is constructed; it is in the margins that the history
of the ‘silenced subaltern’ that Spivak tells us about is woven42. Giving voice to the
subaltern, however, also means questioning how subaltern thought and discourse, on
the one hand, and feminist thought and discourse, on the other, come into contact:
how can one narrate the ‘oriental woman’, the ‘third-world woman’, without speaking
for her, without condemning her to an archetype (the docile wife or the vengeful god-
dess)? This question translates into a more upstream question: how to emancipate
feminism from monolithic Eurocentric thinking? How to construct a feminism that can
consider cultural specificities and understand identity as ‘relational and historical’43?
As with the intersectional approach, postcolonial feminism has gone right to the heart
of the hegemonic, ethnocentric, essentialising representation of Western academic
discourses and their self-styled universalist agenda, including readings of Western
feminism (the so-called second wave) that, intent on identifying the forms of patriar-
chal structures that oppress women as a whole, fall into the trap of identifying a ‘main
enemy’ and a ‘unique type of oppression’. But it is precisely this identification of a ‘sin-
gle enemy’ that has had the consequence of blurring all the specificities (whether so-
cial, racial, cultural or sexual) of this oppression and, consequently, of negating all
other cumulative forms of oppression44. Hence the need to advocate a feminism that
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was racially, socially and sexually aware, and that identified as its ‘main enemy’ the
sum of systems of oppression in Western countries. A ‘postcolonial feminism’ – that
is, a ‘postcolonial-conscious’ feminist discourse that derives from an articulation of
gender, class/caste/ethnic group/race oppression, and also geographical and histori-
cal oppression as an extension of Orientalist discourses45. The very heuristic category
of gender therefore requires an operation of decolonisation46.

The intersections of race, gender, class, and sexuality as an integral element of the
modern/colonial matrix of power, are indeed also the analytical focus of decolonial
thought47. Extending the arguments of both Anibal Quijano48 (especially his concept
of coloniality of power) and Walter Mignolo49, decolonial feminist María Lugones tried
to show how coloniality not only divides the world according to a particular racial
logic, but also generates specific understandings of gender that enable the disap-
pearance of the colonial/raced woman from theoretical and political consideration. To
this aim, she proposed her central idea of coloniality of gender. She refuses to con-
sider coloniality of gender as exclusively a circulation of power, which organizes the
private sphere, and the access to and the control over sexuality. She focuses on the
relationship between the conquering of nature and the transference of exploitation
from the (European/white) man to nature and the colonizing invention of gender50.
Coloniality of gender is not merely a classification but it also indicates the process of
dehumanizing people to fit them into this category. To oppose the coloniality of gen-
der, Lugones introduces “decolonial feminism” as a kind of theory which frees subju-
gated knowledges51.

Conclusions

What lessons are we to draw in summary from this investigation which has high-
lighted the Eurocentric, hegemonic and discriminatory character of knowledge

in the social sciences and the sociology of intercultural relations? And what horizons
can we delineate in terms of commitment and responsibility towards democratising
knowledge? I would like to emphasise two points. 

The first lesson concerns the relationship between sociology, history and histori-
ography52. The historical contextualisation of epistemologies and social research ex-
periences is crucial: only by placing sociology historically, i.e. by locating its ‘birth’
and development within historical contexts, is it possible to deconstruct the theoreti-
cal, research and academic postures that as a ‘universal we’ we have adopted as
canon. In fact, a ‘sociological philology’ must be able to explain why sociological
thought has asserted itself in a specific direction and locate the reflections of male
and female scholars in the historical contexts in which they lived. Their specific for-
mulations are always situated, they could never have been made if they had not been
developed in a specific historical period. Such an awareness – about the relevance
of the intertwining of the study of the historical context in which a male or female
scholar was formed and the concepts they put forward – is essential in problematis-
ing the fecundity of the analytical tools that we, as ‘us universalists’, adopt and illus-
trate in university classrooms such as analytical tools of sociology. Adopting a histor-
ical approach – capable of drawing on multiple historiographical sources – not least
helps in the problematisation of a sociology of the singular and in the dissemination
and support of a plural idea of the discipline that makes of interdisciplinary contami-
nation its strong point, as my reflection sought to highlight.

A second, more distinctly methodological aspect is connected to this first point:
how does one decolonise knowledge? If awareness of the ethical value of a plural
knowledge – with multiple voices – is what moves many male and female scholars
who study intercultural relations and the entanglements that come into play in the
complexity of such relations (understanding culture not only in an ethnic and racial
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sense but also in terms of gender, generation, status), how can we reverse the gear
of research practice? The key concept here is that of reflexivity. Ahead of his time, Al-
berto Melucci in the late 1990s53, looking at the effects of the so-called cultural turn
in the social sciences, wrote that “a reflexive sociology experiments with research
methods that in their application, often enthusiastic or unreflective, nevertheless
question the fundamental assumptions of the positivist tradition in scientific en-
quiry”54. He further emphasised that ‘research is a situated social practice and that
words remain its raw material. In a world where knowledge features as part of our
forms of life and shapes these forms while being, in turn, shaped by them, we can no
longer be naïve about the use of words”55. For reflexive sociology, language and the
awareness of its non-neutrality is central, just as it is decisive to rethink the relation-
ship between the observer and ‘his field’; two subject/objects now unthinkable if not
in a relationship of reciprocal influence or even role reversal. Not least, reflexive soci-
ology recognises the partiality of knowledge, assuming it both as a set of ‘plausible
interpretations’ and as one form of narrative among many56. 

Advocating a reflexive sociology, however, entails constraints that we must also
read as opportunities, especially as far as the topic of intercultural relations is con-
cerned here today: reflexivity generates reflexivity in a potentially infinite vortex and
the multiplicity of interpretations and paradigms can silence rather than give voice.
Nevertheless, it is precisely in these risks and limits, that one can and must see the
constructed character of research practices to which is linked a specific responsibil-
ity towards the production of knowledge and everyday intersubjective relations in dif-
ferences57.
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