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ABSTRACT: This article examines the concept and the elements that encourage intercultural 
and interreligious dialogue, from the point of view of experts involved in the management 
of religious diversity in the public space: policy-makers, associations and academics in Cata-
lonia. It responds to a comprehensive-descriptive study with a qualitative approach and an 
hermeneutic-interpretative rationale as the most appropriate methodology to examine the 
accounts of the three aforementioned groups. Eleven individual semi-structured interviews 
have been conducted with representatives of each group. The results reveal different but 
complementary definitions of interreligious dialogue: the relationship between culture and 
religion, dialogue as a first step of mutual recognition and the benefits of it. The participants 
contribute elements that facilitate this dialogue. It concludes with a management model of 
religious diversity in the public space with community and educational proposals to guide 
future prevention, mediation and social cohesion policies in Catalonia.
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RESUMEN: Este artículo examina el concepto y los elementos que favorecen el diálogo in-
tercultural e interreligioso, desde el punto de vista de expertos implicados en la gestión de 
la diversidad cultural en el espacio público: profesionales de la Administración, entidades 
sociales y mundo académico en Cataluña. Responde a un estudio descriptivo-comprensivo 
que sigue un enfoque cualitativo, y en el que se ha optado por la fundamentación hermenéu-
tica-interpretativa para obtener el relato de estos tres colectivos. Se han desarrollado once 
entrevistas semiestructuradas a participantes representativos de cada uno de ellos. Los resul-
tados revelan definiciones diferenciadas pero complementarias sobre el diálogo interreligio-
so: relación entre cultura y religión, diálogo como un primer paso de reconocimiento mutuo 
y los beneficios de éste. Los participantes aportan elementos que facilitan este diálogo. Se 
concluye con un modelo de gestión de la diversidad religiosa en el espacio público con pro-
puestas comunitarias y educativas para orientar futuras políticas de prevención, mediación y 
cohesión social en Cataluña. 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE:
diversidade cultural
estudos de religiões
grupos religiosos e 

culturais
imigração
atitudes sociais
ambiente social

RESUMO: Este artigo examina o conceito e os elementos que favorecem o diálogo intercultu-
ral e interreligioso, do ponto de vista de especialistas envolvidos na gestão da diversidade cul-
tural no espaço público: profissionais da Administração, entidades sociais e o mundo acadê-
mico da Catalunha. Responde a um estudo descritivo-abrangente que segue uma abordagem 
qualitativa, e no qual a base hermenêutico-interpretativa foi escolhida para obter a explicação 
desses três grupos. Onze entrevistas semi-estruturadas foram desenvolvidas para os parti-
cipantes representativos de cada uma delas. Os resultados revelam definições diferentes 
mas complementares do diálogo inter-religioso: a relação entre cultura e religião, o diálogo 
como primeiro passo para o reconhecimento mútuo e os benefícios dele. Os participantes 
contribuem com elementos que facilitam esse diálogo. Conclui com um modelo de gestão 
da diversidade religiosa no espaço público com propostas comunitárias e educacionais para 
orientar futuras políticas de prevenção, mediação e coesão social na Catalunha.

1. Introduction

Differing religious traditions have always been in 
contact, but their way of seeing each other has 
always been exclusive and their rivalry has been 
at the root of many confrontations and social con-
flicts (Javier, 2014). Currently in Europe contact 
between religions has increased due to immigra-
tion, turning the presence of religion in the public 
sphere into a more complex issue and confirming 
Kettel’s 2009 prediction: “Debates over the in-
volvement of religion in the public sphere look set 
to be one of the defining themes of the 21st centu-
ry” (Kettel, 2009, p1). It is true that religious ideas 
provoke argument and controversy, often giving 
rise to extremely strong emotions (Brie, 2011). 

Hozu and Frunza (2013) argue that two main 
principles lie behind the need to debate religion 
in the modern public sphere, characterized up to 
now by secularism. Firstly, the rise of the radicali-
zation caused by globalization makes it necessary 
to reevaluate the place of religion in the public 
sphere in a non-violent way. Secondly, we should 
turn our attention to the ambiguous relationships 
between states and religious organisations. Aaroe 
(2012) identifies two opposing views of the relation-
ship between the state and religion/s: that religion 
should form part of the public sphere; and that it 
should not. Their study reveals that both these pos-
tures tend towards religious intolerance, although 
for different reasons: the first because it projects 
stereotypes onto minority religions, and the sec-
ond due to the principle of secularism, which is 
not always respected in practice, since states often 

claim to defend it selectively in order to grant more 
or less rights to different confessions (Bowen, 
2008). In this context, religious diversity appears 
in the public sphere when conflict becomes visible, 
for example when places of worship are built or in 
debates around religious symbols. 

Given this situation, an interreligious dialogue 
is needed that would help overcome such con-
flicts. Prieto (2014), along the same lines, argues 
that the different cultural and religious traditions 
of the world should take steps towards accepting 
religious pluralism in order to strengthen their 
own identities and to affirm the religious presence 
in secular societies. For their part, Dupuis (2009) 
and more recently Tamayo (2012) have shown an 
interest in bringing religious pluralism and the 
theology of religious pluralism closer to society. 
Theirs is a theological reflection on and through 
dialogue in an interreligious context, built on the 
basis of a Catholic theology which values religions 
in themselves. 

Interreligious dialogue: towards social 
cohesion, prevention and mediation in conflict 
situations

The European Union White Paper on Intercultur-
al Dialogue (2006) defines dialogue as a process 
involving the respectful and open exchange of 
points of view on the basis of mutual understand-
ing and respect between individuals and groups of 
different origins and cultural, religious and linguis-
tic heritages. The principles of interreligious dia-
logue aim to foster both an ability to embrace and 
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respect the diversity of beliefs in order to identify 
common religious experiences and an openness 
towards difference from the standpoint of critical 
and participatory citizenship (Torradeflot, 2012). 
This presupposes a willingness to rethink one’s 
own religious ideas in the light of others’, oriented 
towards mutual enrichment and transformation 
(Santiago & Corpas, 2012).

This view represents a huge challenge for in-
terreligious dialogue, since it is not based on an 
exclusive perspective or on the predominance of 
one religion over another. Faith in the superiority of 
one religion above all other belief systems can give 
rise to hatred, exclusion and persecution, causing 
violent and sometimes extremely violent incidents. 
Dialogue should seek to overcome these barriers 
(Tamayo, 2005; Torradeflot, 2011). Interreligious 
prevention and mediation of conflicts is also useful 
for averting xenophobia, racism and other religious 
phobias, especially antisemitism, Islamophobia and 
Christianophobia. Thus interreligious dialogue is 
not an exchange of courtesies, traditions or mono-
logues; it involves “an encounter in the depths and 
richness of humanity’s religious life” (Torradeflot, 
2011, p. 5) between people or groups with different 
cultural, religious and linguistic heritages, in order 
for the religions involved to mutually understand 
and respect each other. Intercultural and interreli-
gious dialogue involves receptive, active and recip-
rocal listening and honest testimony, respect and 
equality (UNESCO, 2015). 

Two types of interreligious dialogue can be 
defined: the one informal and the other organ-
ized (Torradeflot et al., 2012). The first is the liv-
ing dialogue which arises in the different contexts 
where people coexist in plurality. Thus, people of 
differing faiths and beliefs live and work togeth-
er, sharing their lives and common spaces: shops, 
parks, school playgrounds, after-school activities, 
the works canteen, etc. The most fundamental 
principle in this situation is mutual respect, which 
in some cases may lead to friendship. These are 
invisible dialogues which pass unnoticed and are 
not consciously religious, but which strengthen 
human ties. 

Organized dialogue appears on the initiative of 
civil society, the religious communities and/or the 
state. On the civil level, the objective is to gain 
better and wider mutual understanding through 
the organization of intercultural or social activities 
in the immediate social environment. Religious 
communities, for their part, aim for encounter 
and dialogue to create positive values and culti-
vate the traditions, interests and shared priorities 
of the various faiths. State bodies promote inter-
religious initiatives to benefit social cohesion by 
involving the religious communities, particularly in 

neighbourhoods and cities with high cultural and 
religious diversity and the attendant risks of social 
conflict. 

Torradeflot (2011) suggests the following clas-
sification of interreligious groups according to 
their nature and major objectives: mutual recog-
nition; study and research; deeper knowledge and 
spiritual exchange; social cohesion and mediation; 
and institutional representation. 

The main objective of the mutual recognition 
groups is understanding through dialogue in an in-
terpersonal relationship which strives to discover 
the identity of the other. This situation may give rise 
to friendship and enables the building of relation-
ships between the different members of a group. 
The groups are open to everyone independently 
of their religion or belief system. They usually hold 
face-to-face meetings but may also organize joint 
meals and interreligious events. Their goal is to 
overcome mistrust and potential hostility. 

Study and research groups include experts, 
academics and university researchers togeth-
er with believers from different traditions who 
meet to exchange the theological-philosophical 
bases of different religious faiths. The aim is to 
reach a common understanding of each religious 
tradition’s approach to and explanation of real-
ity. These may be single-issue groups discussing 
peace, the role of women in religions, immigration, 
etc. They help eradicate prejudice and false ideas 
by widening views of the topics considered. 

In spiritual dialogue groups, believers, mystics 
and others of a spiritual orientation meet to ex-
plain to each other their spiritual lives and forms 
of worship. These dialogues take the form of par-
ticipation in practices such as meditation/silence 
and mutual education rather than debate or com-
mon action. According to Pannikar (2005) this is a 
particularly deep dialogue which reconciles peo-
ple and inspires other forms of dialogue. 

Social cohesion and mediation groups are 
found in highly culturally and ethnically diverse 
municipalities and neighbourhoods and are made 
up of members of civil society organizations and 
municipal social, educational and health service 
workers. Their objectives are to foment cohesion 
and coexistence, to struggle for peace and against 
discrimination, and to defend civil rights and dis-
advantaged groups. 

Lastly, institutional representation groups are 
composed of religious authorities: official spokes-
people for their communities who organise them-
selves in councils, forums or assemblies. Their ob-
jectives are to make their voices heard and to lead 
the dialogue of their respective religious commu-
nities. They tend to be the preferred groups in 
communication with the public administration. 
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Table 1. Professional profiles of the participants interviewed

Participants Field Profession

Participant 1 Organisation Migrastudium 

Participant 2 Academic University lecturer, philosopher and theologian

Participant 3 Academic Lecturer in the Theology Faculty of Catalonia 

Participant 4 Academic Lecturer at the Centre for the Study of Traditions of Wisdom (CETR).

Participant 5 Administration
General Direction of Religious Affairs. Department of Governance and Institutional Rela-
tions, Generalitat de Catalunya

Participant 6 Administration Unesco for Interreligious Dialogue – UNESCOCAT.

Participant 7 Academic Lecturer at the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona

Participant 8 Academic Lecturer at the Universitat Pompeu Fabra

Participant 9 Administration Religious Affairs Office. Councillor for Women and Civil Rights, Barcelona City Council

Participant 10 Academic Lecturer at the Universitat Abat Oliva

Participant 11 Organisation Catalan Islamic Committee

Interreligious dialogue in the immediate com-
munity is the closest to people’s everyday lives 
and therefore has the greatest positive effect on 
residents’ wellbeing. It can also promote and en-
rich citizen participation, avert conflict or mediate 
when it breaks out and work towards solidarity 
and justice (Torradeflot, 2012).

2. Methodology

This article corresponds to the second part of a 
larger project (Direcció General d’Afers Religio-
sos, Ref.2014RELIG00019). It adopts a sequential, 
exploratory (Creswell & Plano, 2011), mixed-meth-
od design (Creswell, 2003; Tashakkori & Teddie, 
2010). In this second phase of the study the aim is 
to nuance the regulatory needs for managing re-
ligious diversity in the public sphere identified in 
the previous phase, basing ourselves on intercul-
tural and interreligious dialogue, and taking as our 
framework for understanding the issue the views 
of three collective socioeducational actors: pub-
lic administrators, community organizers and aca-
demics. The specific objectives of the article are: 

– To understand these actors’ concepts of inter-
cultural and interreligious dialogue 

– To describe the factors favouring intercultural 
and interreligious dialogue according to these 
actors

– To identify and propose community and/or pol-
icy initiatives that may favour intercultural and 
interreligious dialogue. 

A qualitative study of a descriptive-com-
prehensive type was chosen to describe and 
interpret this experience in its real contexts 
(Maykut & Morehouse, 1999), using eleven individ-
ual semi-structured interviews with the special-
ists from the three profiles identified above. This 
approach justifies the study’s hermeneutic-inter-
pretative theoretical grounding, which aimed to 
garner participants’ narratives on the definition 
of and the factors favouring interreligious and in-
tercultural dialogue in the public sphere, from the 
standpoint of their own experience and the mean-
ing they attributed to it. 

Participants

Eleven participants were chosen intentional-
ly according to criteria such as their calibre and 
standing as experts and social actors working in 
the management of cultural diversity in the public 
sphere. Three were chosen from the public ad-
ministration, six from the academic field and two 
from civil society organizations. The data were 
collected between March and April 2015. Table 1 
summarises participants’ professional profiles.
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Techniques and procedure

The outcomes of the eleven individual semi-struc-
tured interviews (Cabrera, 2011) were recorded on 
audio in order to obtain direct data. 20 questions 
following a logical order – starting with sociode-
mographic, introductory and basic questions – ex-
plored five main dimensions of content: (i) the con-
ceptual approach: spirituality and religiosity; (ii) 
the religious orientation of secular states; (iii) the 
promotion of interreligious dialogue; (iv) the need 
for management of religious diversity to counter 
discrimination, patriarchy and interreligious con-
flict; and (v) actions, initiatives and development in 
the educational sphere. In this article we present 
these socioeducational actors’ views on dimen-
sions (iii) and (v): the concept and promotion of 
interreligious dialogue and suggestions for action, 
i.e. initiatives for managing religious diversity with 
a view to fostering intercultural and interreligious 
dialogue in the public sphere, put forward as pro-
posals in the section on conclusions. 

Data analysis 

A qualitative analysis of the information taken 
from the interviews was carried out using the QS-
RNVIVO 11 program to facilitate activities such as 
the segmentation of the text into quotations, cod-
ing and the writing of commentaries (Gibbs, 2012).

After the interviews were fully transcribed, a 
qualitative analysis was undertaken, divided into 
three phases: 

1.  Coding. The transcripts were read to create 
the first codings of the text and to group 
these into categories. This process began by 
defining the categories and indicators, which 
were derived deductively from previously 
published studies and theoretical concepts 

(Augé 2001; Gómez, Alonso & Cabeza 2011; 
Henry 2001). This first reading of the inter-
views was undertaken by the research team. 

2. Category triangulation. The research team 
reached a consensus on the categories for 
analysis. Categorization took place through 
a twofold process: inductive, since the initial 
categories with their subcategories and the 
relationships between them were developed 
from the transcripts; and deductive, since 
the categories were studied in the light of 
the regulatory needs identified within the 
theoretical model in the prior phase of the 
project (Álvarez & Essomba, 2012; Corbí, 
2007; Dietz, 2008; Melloni, 2003; Panniker, 
2010; Torradeflot, 2012; UNESCO, 2005). 
The documentary analysis carried out in 
project’s first phase lead to the identification 
of four broad blocks of regulatory needs for 
managing religious diversity (Vilà et al., 2015):
• The need to clarify concepts and the reli-

gious orientation of secular states.
• The need for management of religious di-

versity: discrimination, patriarchy and inter-
religious conflict. 

• Fostering intercultural and interreligious 
dialogue. 

• The need for actions, initiatives and devel-
opment in the educational sphere. 

Using this model, once the initial, provisional 
system of categories and subcategories had been 
set up, the research team coded a small sample 
of texts individually. This was followed by a group 
analysis which led to a restructuring and final 
consensus on the definitive system of categories 
used to code all the units of analysis from the 
interviews:



eISSN: 1989-9742 © SIPS. DOI: 10.7179/PSRI_2018.32.11
http://recyt.fecyt.es/index.php/PSRI/

[144]

[Marta SABARIEGO PUIG, Ruth VILÀ BAÑOS & Montserrat FREIXA NIELLA]
SIPS - PEDAGOGÍA SOCIAL. REVISTA INTERUNIVERSITARIA [(2018) 32, 139-153] TERCERA ÉPOCA
Copyright © 2015 SIPS. Licencia Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial (by-nc) Spain 3.0

Table 2. System of categories agreed for interview analysis.  
Categories, subcategories and definitions

Name Description

1. Conceptual Clarification Definition, impact and value of religion in society.

1.1. Definition of religion
Religion and culture, spirituality and religiosity, variability of 
definitions.

2. Religious diversity 
Factors favouring or hindering the management of religious diversity. 
Public opinion and presence in the public sphere.

2.1. Factors favouring or hindering the mana-
gement of religious diversity 

Legal framework, state secularism, separation of religion from 
politics.

2.2. Public image Perception of religious diversity in the public sphere. 

2.3. Discrimination Patriarchy, religious discrimination and interreligious conflict.

2.4. Presence in the public sphere
Places of worship, management of religious diversity in the public 
sphere. 

3. Intercultural and interreligious dialogue 
Definition, currently existing political and/or community factors 
favouring it.

3.1. Definition of intercultural and interreli-
gious dialogue 

Definition and conceptual approach. 

3.2. Factors favouring intercultural and 
interreligious dialogue 

Collaboration between, knowledge and recognition of the different 
religious beliefs in the public sphere. 

3.3. Currently existing community and/or 
political initiatives 

Formal and informal actions aimed at fostering intercultural and 
interreligious dialogue. 

4. Role of education 
Role of education and its social function, in both formal and 
socioeducational spheres. 

5. Challenges faced by interreligious dialogue
Proposals for a public culture enabling us to benefit from the 
diversity of cultural and religious diversity.

 In this article we present the results obtained 
from the third category on intercultural and 
interreligious dialogue. 

3. Obtaining and checking results. A content 
analysis was carried out for more in-depth 
sequencing of the information yielded. For 
each category the information obtained was 
analysed on two levels: (a) a general one, to 
obtain an overall view of the categories spec-
ified, and (b) according to the profiles of the 
interviewees, in order to nuance the data in 
each of the three categories. 

The article concludes with proposals for 
community initiatives and/or specific formal and 

informal actions to foster dialogue and favour its 
management in the public sphere. It should be 
noted that while private individuals were inter-
viewed, our analysis seeks a transversal dimension 
among the views of the three groups, but without 
claiming to represent or exhaust the totality of the 
opinions of these groups (civil society organisa-
tions, the public administration and the academic 
world in the Catalan context). For this reason a 
horizontal and perspectival triangulation was car-
ried out whose purpose was to compare experi-
ences and narratives among the different groups, 
paying attention to both common features and 
divergences their concepts of and views on inter-
cultural and interreligious dialogue in Catalonia. 



eISSN: 1989-9742 © SIPS. DOI: 10.7179/PSRI_2018.32.11
http://recyt.fecyt.es/index.php/PSRI/

[145]

[EINTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE: CHALLENGES FOR SOCIOEDUCATIONAL ACTORS IN CATALONIA]
SIPS - PEDAGOGÍA SOCIAL. REVISTA INTERUNIVERSITARIA [(2018) 32, 139-153] TERCERA ÉPOCA

Copyright © 2015 SIPS. Licencia Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial (by-nc) Spain 3.0

3. Results

Definitions of intercultural and interreligious 
dialogue

The narratives from the three points of view 
yielded differing concepts of intercultural and 

interreligious dialogue. As the coding matrix in Ta-
ble 3 shows, the percentage of the weighting of 
the coded words in this category (column 3.1) is 
not the same in all groups: it figures more heavily 
in the narrative of the academic group than in the 
other two. 

Table 3. Comparative coding matrix of the categories used for analysis (percentage of column)

3.1. Definition of intercultural 
and interreligious dialogue

3.2. Factors favouring 
intercultural and interreligious 

dialogue 

3.3. Existing community and/or 
political initiatives 

Administration 21.65% 2.76% 33.99%

Organisations 19.69% 23.16% 22.61%

Academic world 58.66% 74.08% 43.41%

More detailed analysis of the most frequent words and their meaning from the interviews afforded 
the identification of varying patterns in the definition of intercultural and interreligious dialogue in each 
of the three groups. 

The academics tended to see interreligious 
dialogue as that between individuals (of different 
religious traditions), since it is individuals who of 
necessity approach each other and respectfully 
exchange their beliefs. To paraphrase Pannikar 
(2003: 20): ”dialogue should take place on all 
levels, but in the mystic sense, particularly at the 
roots of each identity and tradition”. 

There are various different levels of interreli-
gious dialogue (form the most institutional to the 
social and individual) and, as the word cloud be-
low illustrates (Figure 1), in this narrative they ap-
pear nuanced by their purposes: the recognition 
of the other and the synthesis involved in change, 
transformation and development. 

Figure 1. Word cloud showing significant 
terms from the academic experts’ narratives 

defining the category of intercultural and 
interreligious dialogue. Created by the authors 
using information generated by Nvivo software2 
(People / We can / of this / dialogue / religions / 

colour / white / purpose / synthesis / giving)

Interreligious dialogue involves the willingness 
to rethink one’s own ideas in the light of others’, 
opening oneself to mutual enrichment and trans-
formation (Santiago & Corpas, 2012):

Another thing is that after the first step, your recogni-
tion of the other, the second step is that after getting 
to know each other, can we enrich each other? And 
also, can we transform each other? (Org. 4, Group 3, 
ref. 3) 

This is the capacity to be called into question 
by the other while still remaining oneself, and of 
advancing towards white as the sum of all colours, 
towards an integrating synthesis of a higher order 
in which no party is subsumed and which adds up 
to more than the sum of its parts: 

White isn’t purple or green or red. White is another 
colour, a higher synthesis of all the colours. Mixtures 
are intermediate situations whereas synthesis is 
white. So are we moving towards white? Looking at 
it mystically I would say that we are (Org 5, Group 
3, ref. 5). 

Thus this is a narrative which shares the UN-
ESCO definition of interreligious dialogue, which 
brings horizontality into line with equality, and 
sees dialogue, situated on an individual level, as 
“the exchange of words and reciprocal listening 
which commits believers from different religious 
traditions on an equal footing.” It is also consist-
ent with the concepts found in the White Paper 
on Intercultural Dialogue (EU 2006), where it is 
defined as a process involving the respectful and 
open exchange of viewpoints between individuals 
and groups of varying origins and with different 
cultural, religious and linguistic heritages on the 
basis of mutual understanding and respect. 
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“Vivimos en una sociedad diversa y plural y (…) por lo tanto, tenemos que convivir en esta 

diversidad y tenemos que aprovechar esta diversidad para enriquecernos, para hacer una 

sociedad más cohesionada” (Ent 1, Grupo 1, ref. 2-3). 

 

Gráfico 3. Mapa ramificado general con las narrativas significativas sobre la categoría diálogo 

interreligioso e intercultural en la Administración. 

 

Las entrevistas de los profesionales de las entidades ofrecen un relato del diálogo 

interreligioso e intercultural no referido tanto a la finalidad como a los grandes 

beneficios del proceso en sí mismo: mejor autoconocimiento, relativización del 

propio punto de vista y capacidad de autocrítica para abrirse a los demás y, en última 

instancia, beneficio social para una mejor ciudadanía. En palabras de Torradeflot 

(2012), los principios del diálogo interreligioso se orientan a desarrollar la capacidad 

de escucha, respetar la diversidad de creencias, identificar la experiencia religiosa 

común, la apertura a la diferencia, dando prioridad a los derechos humanos y la 

democracia y aportando soluciones a los problemas con una ciudadanía crítica y 

participativa. Y así mismo lo expresaba una experta del mundo de las entidades 

entrevistada:  

 

Figure 3. Treemap showing the most significant words from the public administrators’ narratives on 
interreligious dialogue (Dialogue / intercultural / beliefs / debate / demonstrate / diversity / I understand 

/ interreligious / discussion / listen) 

The public administrators group referred to 
intercultural dialogue in order to define interre-
ligious dialogue: religious dialogue goes further 
than intercultural dialogue but is one form of the 
latter. As the word cloud (Figure 2) shows, “inter-
religious” and “intercultural” appear next to the 
word “dialogue,” the most used in the narrative. 
The relationship between culture and religion was 
drawn on to define intercultural and interreligious 
dialogue. Cultural diversity emerges significantly 
in the diversity of religions and beliefs and should 
be channelled positively through dialogue be-
tween cultures and religions: 

I understand that interreligious dialogue can be a 
form of intercultural dialogue, but it goes a little fur-
ther (…) because they may also be people from the 
same culture with different religions (Org 1, Group 1, 
ref. 1-2)

diferentes procedencias y con legados culturales, religiosos y lingüísticos diferentes, 

sobre la base del mutuo entendimiento y respeto.  

 

Desde la Administración Pública se hace referencia al diálogo intercultural para 

definir el diálogo interreligioso: el diálogo religioso va más allá del diálogo 

intercultural, pero es una forma de éste. Como se vislumbra en la marca de nube 

(Gráfico 2) las categorías interreligioso e intercultural emergen justo alrededor de la 

palabra diálogo que es la más utilizada en el relato. Se remite a la relación entre cultura 

y religión para definir el diálogo intercultural e interreligioso. La diversidad cultural 

se manifiesta de manera significativa en la diversidad religiosa y de convicciones y 

se debe vehicular positivamente a través del diálogo entre culturas y religiones:  
 

“entiendo que el diálogo interreligioso puede ser una forma de diálogo intercultural, pero va un 

poco más allá (...) porque también pueden ser personas que sean de la misma cultura y que tengan 

religiones diferentes” (Ent 1, Grupo 1, ref. 1-2). 

Gráfico 2. Marca de nube general con las narrativas significativas de la definición sobre la 

categoría diálogo interreligioso e intercultural en la Administración. Elaboración propia con 

base en información arrojada por el software Nvivo  

 

El siguiente mapa ramificado también evidencia que la definición y el significado de 

este diálogo en la narrativa de la Administración están íntimamente relacionados con 

el valor de la escucha y el entendimiento con el otro sobre la diversidad y las creencias 

diferentes. Aunque el conocimiento del otro por sí mismo no garantiza el diálogo, es 

un requisito inevitable. Y, si, tal como señalan Moliner y Aguilar (2010), este 

conocimiento se ofrece con espíritu crítico y con la empatía necesaria tiene todas las 

garantías de favorecer una cultura del diálogo que posibilite la vida en común y el 

intercambio cultural:  

 

Figure 2. Word cloud showing the most significant 
words from the public administrators’ definitions of 

interreligious and intercultural dialogue. Created 
by the authors using information generated by 

Nvivo software. (I understand / discussion / debate 

/ interreligious / dialogue / intercultural / diversity / 
beliefs / demonstrate / listen)

The treemap below also shows that the defini-
tion and meaning of dialogue in the narrative of the 
public administrators was closely linked to the val-
ue of listening and to understanding others around 
diversity and different beliefs. Although knowledge 
of the other in itself does not guarantee dialogue, 
it is an unavoidable requisite. And if, as Moliner & 
Aguilar (2010) remark, such knowledge is offered in 
a critical spirit and with the necessary empathy, it is 
sure to favour a culture of dialogue enabling coex-
istence and cultural exchange. 

We live in a diverse, plural society and (…) that means 
we have to live with this diversity and we have to take 
advantage of it to enrich our lives, to build a more 
cohesive society (Org 1, Group 1, ref. 2-3).



eISSN: 1989-9742 © SIPS. DOI: 10.7179/PSRI_2018.32.11
http://recyt.fecyt.es/index.php/PSRI/

[147]

[EINTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE: CHALLENGES FOR SOCIOEDUCATIONAL ACTORS IN CATALONIA]
SIPS - PEDAGOGÍA SOCIAL. REVISTA INTERUNIVERSITARIA [(2018) 32, 139-153] TERCERA ÉPOCA

Copyright © 2015 SIPS. Licencia Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial (by-nc) Spain 3.0

The interviews with the community organis-
ers yielded a narrative of interreligious dialogue 
which referred less to its purpose and more to 
the enormous benefits it offers in itself: improved 
self-knowledge, the relativisation of one’s own 
point of view, the ability to be self-critical in order 
to open oneself to others and, in the last instance, 
its social benefits in terms of enhancing citizen-
ship. In Torradeflot’s words (2012), the principles 
of interreligious dialogue are oriented towards 
developing the abilities to listen, to respect the 
diversity of beliefs, to identify common religious 
experiences and to be open to difference, giving 
priority to human rights and democracy and offer-
ing solutions to problems from the standpoint of 
critical and participatory citizenship. One expert 
from the civil society organisations put it this way: 

But when we make an effort to build a relationship, 
we create contact between the different parties and 
this enables us to enjoy mutual awareness and rec-
ognition, which facilitates all our tasks and turns us 
into a more organized and civilized society, without a 
doubt (Org 2, Group 2, ref. 1).

Figure 4. Word cloud showing significant terms 
from the community organisers’ narratives 

defining interreligious and intercultural dialogue. 
Created by the authors using information 

generated by Nvivo software. (dialoguing / beliefs 
/ knowledge / talking / person / know / you reach 

/ dialogue / interreligious / religion) 

When interreligious dialogue takes place in the 
immediate social environment, apart from helping 
avert and resolve religious conflicts, it enriches 
citizen participation, creating conditions which 
foster solidarity and justice (Torradeflot, 2011).

These outcomes confirm and are consistent 
with the three purposes for which UNESCO 
(2015) understands that interreligious dialogue is 
practiced and promoted: 

a)  to live in a spirit of openness and social co-
hesion, a challenge to society which the pub-
lic administrators see as highly important in 
managing cultural and religious diversity. 

b) to work together with a view to the compre-
hensive development of people of different 
religions, which, in Pannikar’s view (2003), 
should arise particularly in the mystic sense 
at the spiritual roots of each tradition and 

identity. The fear that some groups and com-
munities have of losing their identities, or the 
natural desire for wholeness, preservation 
and continuity stemming from a biased, eth-
nocentric and superior perception of one’s 
own religion can lead to closed-mindedness, 
exclusion and even hatred. Interreligious di-
alogue faces the challenge of finding ways 
to break these barriers (Torradeflot, 2011). 
According to one of the academic experts 
interviewed, overcoming barriers of differ-
ence involves taking advantage of natural 
opportunities to approach the other in or-
der to create common spaces and promote 
dialogue: 

We have to make the most of the opportuni-
ties, we have to get to know each other even 
more, we’re very reluctant to approach oth-
ers. Working more on the sensibilities which 
can bring us together and the naturalness of 
this because it creates shared spaces (Org 5, 
Group 3, ref. 2) 

c) to appreciate spiritual values and understand 
in more depth the different religious heritag-
es. Understanding their common features 
enables us to learn about and appreciate the 
differences more fully. From this perspective 
religious dialogue encompasses working on 
one’s personal spiritual dimension, and not 
only the aspect of religious practice: 

I don’t know how to say this: religious beliefs 
or the adoption and practice of religious be-
liefs can really be socially marginal (Org 1, 
Group 1, ref. 1) 

I think that knowing people who think differ-
ently from you helps you to question your own 
faith or way of life, and therefore I think that 
it’s really important especially for this knowl-
edge that you get to know people who have 
other ways of life or beliefs (Org 1, Group 2, 
ref. 1) 

Dialogue is the next step after the simple re-
alization that pluralism exists, and dialogue 
includes an interest for the other and an abil-
ity to let yourself be questioned by the other 
(Org 5, Group 3, ref 1). 

Interreligious dialogue in the wider sense of 
the term cannot be conceived without including 
atheism, agnosticism, religious diversity and differ-
ent beliefs and spiritualities in the conversation. 
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Factors favouring interreligious and 
intercultural dialogue 

When speaking of the salient factors which favour 
interreligious and intercultural dialogue, differing 
patterns can also be observed among the differ-
ent groups interviewed, as Table 3 shows. Thus, in 
the academic experts’ narrative the weight of the 
information coded in this category is significant-
ly higher, particularly in comparison with the ad-
ministrators’ narrative, where its importance was 

minimal, in the light of this column’s percentages 
(see 3.2, Factors favouring intercultural and inter-
religious dialogue). 

In the academic experts’ view, according to 
their word frequency count, currently interreli-
gious dialogue is an important factor for social co-
hesion, and is consistent with the need for a new 
interreligious sensibility (Torradeflot, 2011) and the 
existence and experience of religious diversity in 
our context (Figure 5). 

Among the main aspects highlighted by this 
group for fostering intercultural and interreligious 
dialogue, three fundamental points were insisted 
on: 

A) AMONG THE COMMUNITY 

– Mutual understanding and the fostering of 
contact at grassroots level in order to over-
come barriers to difference, taking advantage 
of naturally-occurring opportunities for con-
tact to create shared arenas for dialogue: 

In any case we need to work so that the real 
situation can be expressed, we need to create 
all kinds of platforms from the arts to the social 
level (Org 5, Group 3, ref. 2) 

B) AMONG THE CIVIL SOCIETY 
ORGANISATIONS

– Communicative competence, knowing how to 
explain oneself, particularly among religious 
leaders and representatives of religious bod-
ies, in order to favour intercultural and inter-
religious encounters: 

…the inability of many of the religious lead-
ers and the representatives of the religious 

communities to explain themselves, and that’s 
a communication problem, not that they don’t 
know who they are and what they’re doing, but 
they don’t know how to get across to the public 
at large who they are (Org 2, Group 3, ref. 2) 

 It was also seen as important to train the me-
dia to recognize, explain and make intelligible 
the phenomenon of religion and the diversity 
of beliefs, since there is wide public ignorance 
around these issues. The risk, if this prerequi-
site is not met, is the spread of errors, stereo-
types and prejudices in throughout society. 

– Formal education in awareness and under-
standing of cultural and religious diversity. 
Specifically, one academic expert argued that 
the lack of religious education in schools re-
sults in ignorance of one’s own religious back-
ground, thereby obstructing intercultural and 
interreligious dialogue. 

But they haven’t received any of this, normally, 
from the state schools or some of the private 
ones, and they know nothing about it, and this 
means that they’re not capable of understand-
ing the world they live in and the world they’ve 
lived in (Org 3, Group 3, ref. 1). 

Figure 5. Treemap of the significant words from the academic experts’ narratives on the category of 
factors favouring interreligious and intercultural dialogue. (Religious / dialogue / religions / diversity / 

meaning / society / interreligious / everyone / yet / Islam)
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C) AMONG POLITICIANS 

– The role of the public administration and the 
government in favouring interreligious dia-
logue, explicitly recommending independence 
of the relevant organisations and departments 
from political parties and tendencies: 

I’m a bit pessimistic because I think the deci-
sions that have been taken in the last 14 or 15 
years have been political, not educational. It’s 
like a game of tennis: the party in power goes 
one way and the next one goes another and 
let’s not mention the religious question because 
it’s an issue rooted in the culture … it’s a difficult 
issue (Org 2, Group 3, ref. 3).

 The public administrators highlighted the im-
portance of the social and community levels, 
similarly to those who argue for dialogue be-
tween all grassroots agents (religious commu-
nities, residents, businesses, etc.) to promote 
mutual understanding: 

The priority is to be able to open the door of the 
place of worship every day, if they have one, 
and do their activities and once you’ve done 
that, they don’t have many other resources left, 
right? (Org 1, Group 1, ref. 1).

 There is clearly a need to create instances 
promoting such encounters and to invite all 
organisations to participate in this grass-roots 
dialogue, at the level of the associations. 

Lastly, from the standpoint of the civil socie-
ty organisations, as can be observed in the word 
cloud below (Figure 6), multiconfessionalism re-
quires us to be aware of differences and to see 
them positively in order to build bridges through 
dialogue and to create a public image of religion 
which is more open to the Catholic tradition.

Figure 6. Word cloud featuring the most 
significant words from the community organisers’ 

narratives on the category of factors favouring 
interreligious and intercultural dialogue. Created 

by the authors using information generated by 
Nvivo software. (Exists / non-confessionalism 
/ difference / Catholic / dialogue / Christian / 

family / calendar / always / cultural) 

One interviewee from this group suggested 
promoting the involvement of religious institu-
tions by giving them a role as partners in initiatives 
for interreligious dialogue: 

A solid public institutional structure, university train-
ing, dialogue groups which would really be taken into 
account when dealing with issues involving the reli-
gious groups, increasing their presence in dialogue 
groups (Org 4, Group 2, ref. 3). 

4. Discussion and conclusions

although the public administration, the academic 
world and the civil society organisations all de-
fined interreligious dialogue differently, their ideas 
were complementary. The first group stressed the 
relationship between culture and religion in terms 
of the importance of listening and understand-
ing, two significant factors in dialogue. The rela-
tionship between religion and culture has been 
widely discussed in anthropology, sociology and 
philosophy (Morgan & Sandage, 2016), suggesting 
a cultural mediation of religious experience. For 
their part, the academics approached the issue on 
an individual level, since dialogue is established 
between individuals. Partners in dialogue should 
recognize each other mutually and let their beliefs 
be called into question by the other, which leads 
to a deepening awareness of one’s own identity: 
belonging to a religious group was seen as a social 
or collective dimension (Huddy, 2003). Finally, the 
community organisers pointed out the benefits 
of interreligious dialogue both for individuals and 
for society as a whole, since it promotes and facil-
itates more critical and participatory citizenship, 
as Torradeflot (2012) argues. 

Participants also saw groups for more in-depth 
spiritual exchange, study groups and in-depth life 
dialogue groups as different types of dialogue. 
The public administrators did not explicitly refer 
to dialogue groups represented in the institutions, 
but implicitly indicated the importance of creat-
ing such instances. It was the community organi-
sations who directly called for these partnerships 
to be set up. 

Lastly, it is important to stress the role of edu-
cation in awareness and knowledge of cultural and 
religious diversity, as the interviewees concluded. 
Knowing about the diversity and depth of religious 
traditions and traditional wisdom and about one’s 
own religious background allows for personal en-
richment and mutual understanding, facilitates in-
tercultural and interreligious dialogue, and averts 
fundamentalist attitudes. Thus we should offer 
basic education in the understanding of religious 
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diversity and non-religious beliefs such as atheism, 
agnosticism or indifference. Morgan and Sandage 
(2016) argue that mental rigidity is linked to ste-
reotypes, prejudices and even discrimination on 
cultural and religious grounds. Thus awareness of 
one’s own spirituality and of cultural and religious 
diversity can be a starting point for overcoming 
such discriminatory trends. 

If we see the data obtained in terms of the 
systems in Bronfenbrener’s (1992) ecological the-
ory (see Table 3 for the relative weight in the 
narratives of the three groups of category 3.3, 
concerning currently existing community and/or 
political initiatives), our findings shed light on how 
we should build proposals for managing religious 
diversity in order to foster intercultural and inter-
religious dialogue in the public sphere. 

The microsystem is the person’s everyday en-
vironment, the level on which a life dialogue can 
arise. The family is one of the main microsystems; 
its sphere can be defined as private and it is where 
a religion, a belief, a spiritual faith or a philosophy 
of life is experienced and/or shared. The school 
is a more formal context of religious diversity and 
should take advantage of this opportunity to fos-
ter such living, everyday dialogue. Informal sites 
such as the school playground are natural areas 
of contact which can foster mutual understanding, 
as Torradeflot (2012) remarks, and as some of our 
participants indicated when describing the im-
portance of the community in fomenting interre-
ligious dialogue. In the formal sphere, the study of 
religions enables us to understand both religious 
diversity and each child’s own background, also 
enabling us to explain their families’ traditions and 
beliefs, a factor underlined by the academics and 
in the literature. Thus Moliner and Aguilar (2010) 
argue that if this knowledge is offered in a criti-
cal spirit and with the necessary empathy, it can 
ensure the fostering of a culture of dialogue ena-
bling coexistence and cultural exchange. Elósegui 
(2009) advocates intercultural education with a 
sound pedagogical structure in the area of educa-
tion in values. This is a basic set of values involv-
ing a wide range of elements, from hospitality and 
awareness of the other to consideration and our 
unavoidable responsibility for solidarity towards 
all others. Elósegui calls urgently for a radical eth-
ical education, capable of overcoming all types of 
selfishness, and thus making rewarding forms of 
intercultural coexistence possible. 

In the mesosytem, the area of relationships be-
tween microsystems, groups and/or dialogue initi-
atives for mutual recognition can be set up. Here 
also schools represent the ideal sphere for forg-
ing links between religious and non-religious or-
ganisations and for encounters between students 

with different attitudes towards religion (Weisse, 
2009; Jackson 2015), thus forming a mesosystem 
which supports mutual recognition. Moliner and 
Aguilar (2010) and Weisse (2009) suggest that 
experts from the various communities should be 
consulted in the development of curricula and ed-
ucational materials. Schools can organise a range 
of activities for mutual recognition, not only with 
students but also their families, oriented towards 
discovering the other: for example tea parties 
with typical dishes in which members explain how 
the food relates to their beliefs, exhibitions with 
the families’ graphic/plastic expressions of reli-
gious art, etc. These are sites which can nurture 
the identity of each person and group of different 
beliefs, at the same time as bringing these diverse 
identities face to face. The mesosystem enables 
us to set up dialogues in a context of naturalness, 
closeness to the other, and openness to others in 
shared public spaces. 

The exosystem is represented by the groups 
for study, spiritual dialogue and social cohesion 
and mediation described by Torradeflot (2011), 
since these influence people’s lives more indirect-
ly. These are dialogues promoted by civil society 
organisations, as they themselves mentioned in 
our study, but which require partnerships with the 
state; the public administrators, however, did not 
position themselves explicitly with regard to this 
issue in our interviews. The potential of these two 
categories of participants lies in their power to 
help eradicate prejudices and foster cohesion in 
towns and neighbourhoods, amongst other things. 

Lastly, the macrosystem consists of society’s 
overall belief systems: in our case, regarding re-
ligion, religious diversity and interreligious dia-
logue. It is of the utmost urgency that we adopt 
policies on religious issues which enable us to 
take advantage of the diversity of our cultural and 
religious heritage, in line with Buades and Vidal’s 
(2007) ideas on the diversity of beliefs, which call 
for the political autonomy and public cooperation 
of the religions in the quest for common ground. It 
was for the same reason that various participants 
in this study, from the political perspective, called 
for the political autonomy of all organisations, in-
cluding government bodies such as the Depart-
ment of Religious Affairs. 

One of the limitations of this study can be at-
tributed to the composition of our sample, since 
it does not represent all of the thirteen faiths co-
existing in Catalonia. While on the one hand we 
interviewed two theologians and one person of 
Islamic faith, representing only two faiths, it is also 
true that Catalan society, according to the Reli-
gious Map of Catalonia (2014), is mainly composed 
of Catholics (58%), followed by atheists (16%) and 
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agnostics (12%), while Islam, at 4.8%, is the most 
represented minority faith. Also we should note 
that the first steps towards interreligious dialogue 
in Catalonia were taken by experts either from 
the Catholic tradition or from a range of different 
religious traditions. 

In the future, interreligious dialogue in Catalo-
nia should provide a platform for all the religious 

faiths in order not to be biased towards exclusiv-
ity or privileging one religion over all others – in 
our case, Catholicism over the other twelve faiths. 
This is one factor which may contribute to eradi-
cating the radicalization, particularly among young 
people, that we are currently experiencing in the 
European Union. 

Notes 

1 Partial outcomes of a study funded by the General Direction of Religious Affairs of the Generalitat de Catalunya. If 
the article is accepted we will provide the title and code of the project.

2 The word clouds and treemaps presented in this article maintain the original words from the interviews, carried out 
in Catalan. This is why they appear in this language. Among the most cited, we provide here translations of: diàleg 
(dialogue), interreligiós (interreligious), diversitat (diversity), religió (religion), conèixer (to know/understand).
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