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ABSTRACT 
 
Despite globalization and the rapid development of information technology, cross-

cultural dialogue did not become any easier. The physical and non-physical confronta-
tions are intensified by the differences in basic values and interest of cultures, which can 
be seen by the increasing number of wars, extreme localism, and mistrust between peo-
ple. Rationality, which has long been regarded as the best and the only common lan-
guage among different cultures, fails to facilitate communication and collaboration. 
5DWLRQDOLW\¶V� OLPLWDWLRQ� ZDV� UHYHDOed among others in Alasdair MacIQW\UH¶V� Whose 
Justice? Which Rationality? Unlike what ancient Greek philosophers suggested, there is 
not a single type of supreme rationality that everyone will and should follow. The only 
consensus perhaps is about the instrumental rationality suggested by Max Weber, which 
is futile in promoting cross-cultural dialogues as it addresses the various means rather 
than the ends of different cultures. In this paper, I argue that emotion is a better lan-
guage for universal dialogue than rationality in two senses. First, the psychologists and 
anthropologists provide solid evidence to prove that certain emotions are basic and 
universal among all human beings. For instance, based on his study of facial expression 
of the Fore people in Papua New Guinea, Ekman (2003) proposed that anger, fear, sur-
prise, disgust, sadness, and happiness are six basic emotions that are universally shared. 
Other evidence includes studies conducted by Tomkins (1962), Arnold (1960), and 
Frijda (1986). These basic emotions might serve as the foundation of cross-cultural 
dialogue because we are evolved to understand the causes and expressions of these 
emotions in others despite the cultural and social differences. Second, unlike instrumen-
WDO�UDWLRQDOLW\�WKDW�IRFXVHV�VROHO\�RQ�KRZ�WR�DFKLHYH�RQH¶V�HQG��FHUWDLQ�HPRWLRQV�DUH�QRQ-
HJRFHQWULF�E\�QDWXUH��)RU�LQVWDQFH��FRPSDVVLRQ�LV�³DQRWKHU-oriented emotion elicited by 
DQG� FRQJUXHQW�ZLWK� WKH� SHUFHLYHG�ZHOIDUH� RI� DQRWKHU� SHUVRQ´� �%DWVRQ� �������&KLQHVH�
philosophy expresses a similar idea with the aid of the concept of Ren, which is the 
essence of human being, according to Confucianism. Love is another non-egocentric 
emotion that is constituted by care and concern of the well-EHLQJ�RI�RQH¶V�EHORYHG� IRU�
his or her own sake. That is, I love you not because loving you makes me happy, in-
stead, it is because loving you makes you happy. Such non-egocentric emotions (other 
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examples include sympathy, empathy, trust, etc.) might encourage and motivate cross-
cultural dialogue despite the conflict of interest between cultures. While facing multi-
faceted contemporary problems and crisis, we do not lack rational and intelligent solu-
tions. We lack mutual understanding, reciprocal tolerance, and sustainable collabora-
tion. The role of emotion in establishing a platform of cross-cultural dialogue should not 
be overlooked.   

Keywords: Emotion, universal dialogue, cross-cultural dialogue, rationality.  
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Despite the trend of globalization and the rapid development of information 

technology, cross-cultural dialogue did not become any easier. Difference in 
basic values and interest of cultures have intensified the physical and non-
physical confrontations, which is demonstrated by the increasing number of 
wars, extreme localism, and mistrust between people. Rationality, which has 
long been regarded as the best and the only common language among different 
culture, fails to facilitate communication and collaboration. In this paper, I will 
argue that the language of emotions is a better language for universal dialogue 
than rational means of communication in two aspects. First, the psychologists 
and anthropologists provide a solid evidence to prove that certain emotions are 
basic and universal among all human beings. The basic emotions might serve as 
a foundation of cross-cultural dialogue because we are evolved to understand 
the causes and expressions of these emotions in others despite the cultural and 
social differences. Second, unlike instrumental rationality that focuses solely on 
KRZ� WR� DFKLHYH� RQH¶V� HQG�� VRPH� HPRWLRQV�� VXFK�DV� HPSDWK\�� FRPSDVVLRQ�� DQG�
love, are non-egocentric by nature. Such non-egocentric emotions might en-
courage and motivate cross-cultural dialogue despite the conflict of interests 
between cultures. 

 
 

 
1. THE FALL OF REASON 

 
Even since the inception of western philosophy reason has always been re-

garded as the most reliable and effective way to reach the truth of the world. In 
the Republic, Plato identifies three key elements in the soul (SV\FKƝ), namely, 
reason (logismos), appetite (epithumia), and spirit (thumos). An analogy of our 
soul to a chariot, appetite and spirit are the two horses that run in different direc-
tions, and our reason is the charioteer that controls the horses and guides us in 
the right direction. Only if we follow the rule of reason can we learn the true 
YDOXH�RI� OLIH��$FFRUGLQJ� WR�3ODWR��³>:@KHQ�D�SHUVRQ�VWDUWV�RQ� WKH�GLVFRYHU\�RI�
the absolute by the light of reason only, without any assistance of sense, and 
perseveres until by pure intelligence he arrives at the perception of the absolute 
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*RRG��KH� DW� ODVW� ILQGV� KLPVHOI� DW� WKH� VXPPLW� RI� WKH� LQWHOOHFWXDO� UHDOP�´1 Since 
then, philosophers, including Aristotle, the Stoics, Augustine, Aquinas, Des-
cartes, Baruch Spinoza, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, John Locke, George Berke-
ley, David Hume, Immanuel Kant, and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, tried to 
HODERUDWH�3ODWR¶V�LGHD�DQG�H[SODLQHG�KRZ�UHDVRQ�FDQ�SRLnt us to the real value of 
life. Conflicts of values, which constitute the core element of all kinds of physi-
cal and psychological conflicts among people, cities, and countries, are regarded 
as FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�D�IDLOXUH� LQ�XVLQJ�UHDVRQ� WR�UHDFK� WKH�³WUXWK�´�3KLORVRSKHUV�
use to believe that if everyone can communicate with each other in terms of 
reason, all the problems that we struggle with, such as wars, poverty, injustice, 
etc., will disappear. 

The power of reason in telling us what is right and wrong was seriously 
questioned in time of vivid scientific development and the rise of industrial 
revolution. Max Weber call it the disenchantment of the world and said,  
 

³7KH�IDWH�RI�RXU�WLPHV�LV�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�E\�UDWLRQDOL]DWLRQ�DQG�LQWHOOHFWXDOL]a-
tion and, above all, by the disenchantment of the world. Precisely the ulti-
mate and most sublime values have retreated from public life either into the 
transcendental realm of mystic life or into the brotherliness of direct and per-
VRQDO�KXPDQ�UHODWLRQV´ (Weber 1946, 155).  

 
In other words, many modern philosophers believe that reason at most pos-

sesses an instrumental value by telling us how to achieve our ends or goals. 
According to Robert Nozick,  
 

³VRPHWKLQJ� LV� LQVWUXPHQWDOO\�UDWLRQDO�ZLWK�UHVSHFW� WR�JLYHQ�JRDOV��HQGV��de-
sires, and utilities when it is causally effective in realizing or satisfying 
these. But the notion of instrumental rationality gives us no way to evaluate 
the rationality of these goals, ends, and desires themselves, except as instru-
mentally effective iQ�DFKLHYLQJ�IXUWKHU�JRDOV�WDNHQ�DV�JLYHQ´��1R]LFN��������
139).  

 
If reason can do nothing but tell us how to achieve our own ends or goals, 

without telling us which ends or goals everyone should pursue, it is clear that 
we can no longer rely on such practical reason in communicating with people 
from different cultures with hugely diverse, if not incompatible, ends or goals. 

Even so, we might still ask if there is any instrumental value of reason that is 
universally accepted by everyone, such that it might serve as the new language 
for cross-cultural communication. According to Aristotle, laws of logic are 
basic. It is clear that no one can reject his three laws of logic, namely, the law of 
identity (P is P), the law of noncontradiction (P is not non-P), and the law of the 
excluded middle (either P or non-P) without first assuming the truth of these 

²²²²²²²²² 
1 Plato. 1937a. Republic, Jowett, M. A. (Trans.), 532a±b 1937a:791±2; https://www. 

JXWHQEHUJ�RUJ�¾�ILOHV 
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laws. However, such a weak concept of instrumental reason might be unable to 
serve as a medium of cross-culture dialogue. According to MacIntyre,  
 

³%XW�HYHQ�LI�$Uistotle was successful, and I believe that he was, in showing 
that no one who understands the laws of logic can remain rational while re-
jecting them, observance of the laws of logic is only a necessary and not  
a sufficient condition for rationality, whether theoretical or practical. It is on 
what has to be added to observance of the laws of logic to justify ascriptions 
of rationality²whether to oneself or to others, whether to modes of enquiry 
or to justifications of belief, or to courses of action and their justification²
that disagreement arises concerning the fundamental nature of rationality and 
extends in to disagreement over how it is rationally appropriate to proceed in 
the fDFH�RI�WKHVH�GLVDJUHHPHQW´��0DFIntyre, 1984, 4). 

 
Drawing on a careful study of practical rationality suggested by different 

traditions, MacIntyre argues that such rationality cannot serve as a universal 
language as it is heavily historically-loaded. He states that  
 

³6R�UDWLRQDOLW\�LWVHOI��ZKHWKHU�WKHRUHWLFDO�RU�SUDFWLFDO��LV�D�FRncept with a his-
tory: indeed, since there are also a diversity of traditions of enquiry, with his-
tories, there are, so it will turn out, rationalities rather than rationality, just as 
it will also turn out that there are jusWLFHV� UDWKHU� WKDQ� MXVWLFH´� �0DFIntyre, 
1984, 2).  

 
Furthermore, he identifies four traditions of rationality which have their own 

historical sources and ways of achieving practical rationality. (1) The Aristotelian 
WUDGLWLRQ�³HPHUJHV�IURP�WKH�UKHWRULFDO�DQG�UHIOHFWLYH�OLIH�RI�WKH�SROLV�Dnd the dia-
OHFWLFDO�WHDFKLQJ�RI�WKH�$FDGHP\�DQG�WKH�/\FHXP´�DQG�DUULYHV�DW�SUDFWLFDO�UDWLRn-
DOLW\�WKURXJK�³VXFFHVVLYH�GLDOHFWLFDO�HQWHUSULVHV�RI�6RFUDWHV��3ODWR��$ULVWRWOH��DQG�
$TXLQDV�´� ���� 7KH� $XJXVWLQLDQ� WUDGLWLRQ� ³IORXULVKHG� LQ� WKH� KRXVHV� RI� UHOLJLRXV�
orders and in the secular communities which provided the environment for such 
KRXVHV�ERWK�LQ�LWV�HDUOLHU��DQG�LQ�LWV�7KRPLVWLF��YHUVLRQ�LQ�XQLYHUVLWLHV´�DQG�DUULYHV�
DW�SUDFWLFDO�UDWLRQDOLW\�DQG�MXVWLFH�³WKURXJK�REHGLHQFH�WR�GLYLQH�DXWKRULW\�DV�GLs-
closed in sFULSWXUH��PHGLDWHG�E\�1HRSODWRQLF�WKRXJKW�´�����7KH�6FRWWLVK�WUDGLWLRQ�
LV�D�³EOHQG�RI�&DOYLQLVW�$XJXVWLQLDQLVP�DQG�UHQDLVVDQFH�$ULVWRWHOLDQLVP�LQ�IRUPHG�
WKH�OLYHV�RI�FRQJUHJDWLRQV�DQG�NLUN�VHVVLRQV��RI�ODZ�FRXUWV�DQG�XQLYHUVLWLHV´�DQG�
arrives at practical UDWLRQDOLW\�³E\�ZD\�RI�UHIXWDWLRQ�RI�KLV�SUHGHFHVVRUV��DUJXLQJ�
from premises which they had come to accept, that Hume propounds his ac-
FRXQW�´�����/DVWO\��OLEHUDOLVP��³EHJLQV�DV�D�UHSXGLDWLRQ�RI�WUDGLWLRQ�,�WKH�QDPH�RI�
abstract, universal principles of reason, turned itself in to a politically embodied 
power, whose inability to bring its debates on the nature and context of those 
universal principles to a conclusion has had the unintended effect of transforming 
OLEHUDOLVP�LQWR�D�WUDGLWLRQ´�DQG�DUULYH�UDWLRQDOLW\�E\�³D�VXFFHVVLRQ�RI�ULQJLQJ�Dc-
counts of justice continue in a debate rendered inconclusive in part by the accom-
panying view RI�SUDFWLFDO�UDWLRQDOLW\´��0DFIntyre, 1984, 2). 



  Emotion as a Language of Universal Dialogue    45 

The dispute between these four traditions is difficult to solve. MacIntyre ex-
plains the reason behind it, which is stated as follows.  
 

³)XQGDPHQWDO�GLVDJUHHPHQWV�DERXW�WKH�FKDUDFWHU�RI�UDWLRQDOLW\�DUH�ERXQG�WR�
be peculiarly difficult to resolve. For already in initially preceding in one 
way rather than another to approach the disputed questions, those who so 
proceed will have had to assume that these particular procedures are the ones 
which it is rational to follow. A certain degree of ciUFXODULW\�LV�LQHOLPLQDEOH´�
(MacIntyre, 1984, 4).  

 
Worse still, similarly to the paradigm postulated by Thomas Kuhn and the 

research programs suggested by Imre Lakatos, these four traditions might not 
even be commensurable with each other. MacIQW\UH�VDLG�WKDW�³6R�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�
history of each of these traditions involves both a narrative of enquiry and de-
bate within that tradition and also one of debate and disagreement between it 
and its rivals, debates and disagreements which come to define the detail of 
these varying types of DQWDJRQLVWLF�UHODWLRQVKLS´��0DFIntyre, 1984, 350). It is as 
if they are speaking four different kinds of languages. In this sense, relying on 
the historically-loaded idea of practical rationality as a medium in cross-cultural 
dialogue is doomed to be futile. 

,Q�VKRUW��UHDVRQ�IDLOV�WR�EH�D�³ODQJXDJH´�RI�XQLYHUVDO�GLDORJXH�IRU�WKUee rea-
sons. First, it cannot lead us to values or ends that are accepted universally. 
Second, the universally accepted laws of logic are too thin to resolve the con-
crete conflicts between different cultures. Lastly, practical rationalities are nec-
essarily historical. Different traditions of reasons are neither compatible nor 
commensurable with each other. Even though all the human beings are rational 
in a broad sense, reason is far from being an ideal medium for cross-cultural 
dialogue. 

 
 

2. BASIC EMOTION 
 
I argue that emotion is a better option for universal dialogue because of two 

reasons. First, scientists have shown that several emotions are universally 
shared by all human beings. They are written in our genes for strong evolution-
ary reasons. Second, several emotions are non-egocentric in nature. That is, they 
do not motivate us to advance our interests, but to actively concern the growth 
DQG� PDLQWHQDQFH� RI� RWKHU¶V� ZHOO-being. I will elaborate these two features of 
emotions and explain how they matter for cross-cultural dialogue in the follow-
ing paragraphs. 

The question whether there are emotions that are shared universally by hu-
man beings has been a topic of research of psychologists, biologists, and an-
WKURSRORJLVWV� IRU� GHFDGHV�� (NPDQ¶V� ������� VWXGLHG� WKH facial expressions of 
emotions of the inhabitants in a remote jungle of Papua New Guinea, which 
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serves as the earliest attempt to answer this question. These natives had never 
been exposed to western cultures before. They had no television, radio, or any 
medium providing them any information about the western world. Ekman tested 
whether these natives shared the same pattern of facial expression of some basic 
emotions with the westerners by a judgment test. The natives were told a story 
that suggested a typical emotional response. For example, the fear story is as 
follows: 
 

³+H��VKH��LV�VLWWLQJ�LQ�KLV��KHU��KRXVH�DOO�DORQH��DQG�WKHUH�LV�QR�RQH�HOVH�LQ�WKH�
village. There is no knife, axe, or bow and arrow in the house. A wild pig is 
standing in the door of the house, and the man (woman) is looking at the pig 
and is very afraid of it. The pig has been standing in the doorway for a few 
PLQXWHV��DQG�WKH�SHUVRQ�LV�ORRNLQJ�DW�LW�YHU\�DIUDLG��DQG�WKH�SLJ�ZRQ¶W�PRYH�
away from the door, and he (she) is afraid the pig ZLOO�ELWH�KLP��KHU��´2 
 

Then, they were asked to pick a photo of the facial expression that was most 
appropriate for the story they were told. Ekman found that the natives did sig-
nificantly well in matching the facial expression of anger, fear, sadness, and 
disgust with the corresponding stories. This provides strong evidence that these 
natives have the same facial expression of these emotions as the westerners. 
Simultaneously, the facial expressions of the emotions of the Papua New Guin-
ea natives were recorded when they were told these stories. The photos were 
brought back to America, and a group of American students were asked to iden-
tify what kind of emotion were exhibited via those facial expressions. Again, 
the American students showed significant accuracy in identifying the facial 
expressions of six emotions of these people. The study suggests that there are 
facial expressions of emotions that are universal among people from different 
cultures. Ekman characterized the specific facial expressions of these six emo-
tions as follows: 

 
Basic Emotion Facial Expression 
Joy Raise of mouth corner. Tightening of eyelids. 
Surprise Arching eyebrows. Widely opened eyes. Slightly dropped jaw. 
Sadness Lowering of mouth corner. Eyebrows pulled down to the inner 

corners. Dropping eyelids. 
Anger Eyebrows lowering. Firmly pressed lips. Eyes bulging. 
Disgust Nose wrinkling. Upper lip raising.  
Fear Upper eyelids raising. Eye opening. Lips stretching horizontally.  

 
These universal facial expressions serve as an important piece of evidence in 
support of the existence of basic emotions that are shared universally by all 
human beings. 

²²²²²²²²² 
2 Ekman (1971). p. 126. 
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Universal emotion-specific physiologies can be another kind of evidence that 
VXSSRUW� WKH� H[LVWHQFH� RI� EDVLF� HPRWLRQV�� $V� (NPDQ� VDLG�� ³,I� EDVic emotions 
evolved to deal with fundamental life tasks, they should not only provide infor-
mation through expressions to conspecifics about what is occurring, but there 
should also be physiological changes preparing the organism to respond differ-
ently in dLIIHUHQW�HPRWLRQDO�VWDWH´��(NPDQ�������������3��(NPDQ��5��:��/HYHn-
son and W. V. Friesen (1983, 1990) discovered that there were universal pat-
terns of autonomic nervous system (ANS) activity for anger, fear, sadness, and 
disgust. A similar experiment was conducted in a non-western, fundamentalist 
Moslem, and matrilineal society, namely Minangkabau of Western Sumatra by 
Levenson and others (1992). The same patterns of ANS were found for the 
afore-mentioned four emotions. Lastly, some emotions have been found to be 
aroused by universal antecedent events. For example, Boucher and Brant (1981) 
found that the loss of a significant other was a universal antecedent to sadness in 
all the cultures. Ekman and Friesen (1975) discovered that the threat of physical 
or psychological harm was a universal antecedent for fear. Other evidences 
supporting the existence of basic emotions include universal action tendency 
(Arnold, 1960), which is related to adaptive biological processes (Plutchik, 
1980) and density of neural firing (Tomkins, 1962). 

In the light of all these studies, we have good reasons to believe that there 
are several emotions that are universally shared by all human beings, regardless 
of their cultural differences. The list of basic emotions, on the other hand, varies 
among researchers. Ekman and Arnold (1960) propose the Big Six, while oth-
ers²anger, aversion, courage, dejection, desire, despair, fear, hate, hope, love, 
and sadness as basic emotions due to their universal relation to action tenden-
cies. Nico H. Frijda propose desire, happiness, interest, surprise, wonder, and 
sorrow as basic emotions due to their universal forms of action readiness. 
Plutchik (1980) proposed acceptance, anger, anticipation, disgust, joy, fear, 
sadness, and surprise as basic emotions due to their universal relation to our 
adaptive biological processes. Tomkins (1984) proposed anger, interest, con-
tempt, disgust, distress, fear, joy, shame, and surprise as basic emotions due to 
their universal density of neural firing. 

The existence of universally shared emotions may aid cross-cultural dialogue 
by helping us understand what others really think and feel. Unlike language, which 
is deceptive, misleading, and ambiguous, the facial expressions of basic emotions 
are involuntary. Ekman calls them micro-expression of emotions. He says:  
 

³0LFUR�H[SUHVVLRQV�DUH�IDFLDO�H[SUHVVLRQV�WKDW�RFFXU�ZLWKLQ�����WK�RI�D�VHc-
RQG�� 7KH\� DUH� LQYROXQWDU\� DQG� H[SRVH� D� SHUVRQ¶V� WUXH� HPRWLRQV�� 7KH\� FDQ�
happen as a result of conscious suppression or unconscious repression. These 
facial expressions are universal, meaning they occur on everyone around the 
ZRUOG´��3DXO�(NPDQ�*URXS��3  

²²²²²²²²² 
3 See Paul Ekman Group. Micro Expressions Training Tools; https://www.paulekman.com/  

micro-expressions/ 
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People from different cultures might hide or conceal their facial expressions 
LQ�VSHFLILF�ZD\V��(NPDQ�FDOOV�WKHP�³GLVSOD\�UXOHV�´�+RZHYHU��micro-expression 
happens before the application of display rules and, therefore, might tell us what 
the person really feels even though he/she tries to hide it. Ekman demonstrates 
this with a famous experiment, in which Japanese and American students were 
showed footage of surgeries and accidents, which were supposed to arouse neg-
ative facial expressions. A scientist was sitting next to them when they watched 
the movie. Ekman found that Japanese students tended to mask their negative 
expressions with a smile while their American counterparts showed their nega-
tive expressions. It is because Japanese students might have a rule to inhibit the 
display of negative expressions and behaviors when an authority is present 
while Americans have no such rule. However, when they watched the films 
alone, negative facial expressions were observed in both the Japanese and the 
$PHULFDQ�VWXGHQWV��7KLV�VKRZV� WKDW�ZH�PD\�NQRZ�D�SHUVRQ¶V� WUXH� HPRWLRQ�E\�
looking at their micro-expressions under specific settings. If we agree that fail-
ure to understand what people from other cultures really think is a crucial hin-
drance to cross-cultural dialogue and language and rationality might worsen 
rather than remedy such misunderstandings, then these universally shared and 
involuntary emotional expressions might serve as windows for us to truly see 
what others think and feel. 

Not only is the arousal of the facial expression of basic emotions involun-
tary, their perception is also involuntary. Unlike verbal language (like the corre-
sponding concepts of rationality and justice) that can be interpreted in multiple 
or contradictory ways, the perception of emotions need not go through our con-
scious reasoning process. Instead, it is directly executed by an involuntary and 
unconscious mechanism called empathy. First, introduced by the psychologist 
Edward Titchener in 1909 as the translation of the German term ³(LQIĦKOLQJ�´�
empathy generally refers to our capacity to mirror what the other person is feel-
ing. We do not earn this capacity by training or education, instead, our brain is 
wired in such a way that we can naturally perform such mirroring of emotions. 
Specifically, this capacity is made possible by the so-called mirror neuron sys-
tem. Mirroring systems were first discovered in monkeys by G. Rizzolatti and 
others (1996). The same action mirror neurons fired when the monkeys per-
formed the associated actions and when an observing monkey watched other 
monkeys performing the actions. Rizzolatti and others (2001) discovered a simi-
lar mirroring system in humans. Moreover, vocal mirror neurons were discov-
ered by Kohler and others (2002). These neurons fire both when the subjects 
perform an action and when they hear a sound related to that action. Recently, 
scientists discovered that there is a significant overlap between the neural areas 
RI� H[FLWDWLRQ� WKDW�XQGHUOLH� RXU� UHFRJQLWLRQ� RI� DQRWKHU�SHUVRQ¶V� HPRWLRQV�EDVHG�
on their facial expressions and areas that are stimulated when we experience  
the same emotion (Gallese, 2003). Due to the involuntary nature of the arousal 
and recognition of basic emotions, we can expect that basic emotions may lead 



  Emotion as a Language of Universal Dialogue    49 

to less misunderstanding as compared to the rationality of cross-cultural dia-
logue. 

Besides, basic emotions may serve as a common mood of communication 
�³ODQJXDJH´��DPRQJ�SHRSOH�IURP�GLIIHUHQt cultures. As suggested by MacIntyre, 
the meaning of rationality and justice vary vastly in different cultures. Thus, to 
communicate based on these two terms is as futile as talking to people in differ-
ent languages. For example, consider the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The Israe-
lis claim that their occupation of the Israel is just and legitimate because of the 
words mentioned in the Bible and the long history of the prosecution of the 
Jews. The Palestinians claim that they should be the owner of Israel because of 
the words of the Quran and the long history of Palestinian settlement in Israel. 
While the Israelis think that it is rational for them to build the West Bank Barri-
er and the settlements to protect their citizens, the Palestinians think that it is 
rational for them to protest against the establishment of these illegal and unjust 
barriers and settlements. Apparently, their ideas of justice and rationality are so 
different that appealing to these criteria is hopeless in reaching any agreement 
or compromise between them. Instead of talking about what would be the ra-
tional and just thing to do, what if they talk about what would be the happy and 
sad thing to do? As shown above, some emotions are found to be aroused by 
universal antecedent events. That is, our basic emotions are aroused by the same 
formal object. Even though they might not reach any agreement about whether 
it is just to build the West Bank Barrier, but they might agree that it is heart-
breaking WR�EH�VHSDUDWHG�IURP�RQH¶V�IDPLO\�DQG�IULHQGV�E\�VXFK�D�EDUULHU��(YHQ�
though they might not draw any consensus of whether it is rational to stop wars 
by buying more weapons and attacking each other, but they might agree that 
sending their sons to a dangerous war is the most fearful experience that must 
be avoided at all costs. It is impossible for them to agree whether war or peace 
negotiation might bring them the most benefit, as they might agree on the fact 
that nothing might give them more satisfaction than a peaceful living environ-
ment that is free from the threats of death and injury for them and their children. 
Certainly, I am not suggesting that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can be re-
VROYHG� E\� DSSHDOLQJ� WR� HDFK� RWKHU¶V� EDVLF� HPRWLRQV�� 1HYHUWKHOHVV�� WR� WDON� LQ�
terms of emotions rather than in terms of rationality seems to be a promising 
start to reach some minimal mutual consensus, given that these emotions are 
shared by both the parties. 

 
 

3. NON-EGOCENTRIC EMOTIONS 
 
One reason why instrumental rationality fails to shorten the distance between 

SHRSOH�LV�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�DOZD\V�DERXW�RQH¶V�RZQ�LQWHUHVW��:H�FDQQRW�KHOS�EXW�VHH�
things and calculate cost and benefit from our perspective. Contrarily, there are 
certain emotions that are non-egocentric in nature, but are concerned with the 
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well-being of others. These emotions might facilitate cross-cultural dialogue by 
motivating us to temporarily put down self-interests and put ourselves into oth-
HUV¶�VKRHV��7KH�IROORZLQJ�VHFWLRQ�GLVFXVVHV� WKUHH�QRQ-egocentric emotions and 
explains how they enhance communication between people from different cul-
tures. 

 
3.1. Trust 

 
The first non-egocentric emotion is trust. Trust is a feeling of assurance that 

is often based on inconclusive evidence. When we believe in something with 
conclusive evidence, just like we know that a triangle has three sides, or the sky 
is blue, these knowledges are so well fitted into our commonsense that we do 
not feel anything about them. But when we believe in something that we actual-
ly are not sure about, i.e., whether it is true or not, there is a feeling of determi-
nation that is stronger than the feeling of doubt motivating us to insist that it is 
true and act accordingly. 6¡UHQ Kierkegaard calls such feeling of trust a leap of 
faith. His prominent example of such a leap is the story of Abraham. God asks 
$EUDKDP�WR�RIIHU�KLV�VRQ��,VDDF��WR�KLP��+H�VDLG��³7DNH�QRZ�\RXU�VRQ��\Rur only 
son Isaac, whom you love so greatly, and go to the land of Moriah, and there on 
a mountain that I will show you, offer him for a burnt-RIIHULQJ�WR�PH�´�7KHUH�LV�
no reason to justify killing your son and Abraham did not get any reason to 
believe that God will not keep his words. Thus, all he could do at that moment 
ZDV�WR�WDNH�D�OHDS�RI�IDLWK�DQG�WR�EHOLHYH�WKDW�REH\LQJ�*RG�DQG�VDYLQJ�KLV�VRQ¶V�
life could both happen despite the contradictory evidence. Thus, trust is non-
egocentric in the sense that it is not based on any rational calculation, but a leap 
RI�IDLWK�DERXW�RWKHU¶V�JRRG�ZLOO� 

I believe that such non-HJRFHQWULF�WUXVW�RI�RWKHU¶V�JRRG�ZLOO�LV�RI�XWPRVW�Lm-
portance to cross-cultural dialogue. Many of the conflicts today are not a result 
of evil intentions, but a failure to believe that others are willing to be kind and 
fair just as us. This situation is best illustrated by the case of prisoner dilemma. 
The Encyclopaedia Britannica describes one version of the dilemma as follows: 
 

³7ZR�SULVRQHUV�are accused of a crime. If one confesses and the other does 
not, the one who confesses will be released immediately and the other will 
spend 20 years in prison. If neither confesses, each will be held only a few 
months. If both confess, they will each be jailed 15 years. They cannot 
communicate with one another. Given that neither prisoner knows whether 
the other has confessed, it is in the self-interest of each to confess himself. 
Paradoxically, when each prisoner pursues his self-interest, both end up 
worVH�RII�WKDQ�WKH\�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�KDG�WKH\�DFWHG�RWKHUZLVH�´4 

 

²²²²²²²²² 
4 Cf.: KWWSV���ZZZ�EULWDQQLFD�FRP�¾�WRSLF�¾�SULVRQHUV-dilemma 
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From the dilemma, we can see that the two parties fail to adopt a win-win 
strategy because there is no way that they can be sure that the other party will 
cooperate. As a matter of fact, none of them has any conclusive reasons to be-
lieve the good will of other. Consequently, they are bound to suffer a worse 
consequence even though both are well aware of the better strategy. Similar 
problems occur in our real lives from time to time. One cogent example is the 
armament race between countries. All countries know that the expenditure on 
weapons is so huge that the welfare of their people can be greatly improved if 
such an amount of money is spent on medical service, education, infrastructure, 
etc. However, they cannot cut their armament budget because the hostile coun-
tries around them might attack. If all countries agree not to raise their expendi-
ture on weapons, everyone can enjoy a better life with the money saved. The 
problem is, no one can be sure that the other will keep their promise. One will 
EH� LQ� JUHDW�GDQJHU� LI� RQH� JLYHV�XS� WKHLU�GHIHQVH�ZKLOH� RQH¶V� HQHP\�JHWV� HYHQ�
more weapons. The armament race before World War II and during Cold War 
were caused by such failure to reach mutual agreements. Similar problems oc-
curred in the conflicts between people, companies, races, and countries. For 
instance, one of the reasons why the process of democratization is extremely 
GLIILFXOW� LV� FDXVHG�E\� VXFK�D�GLOHPPD��7KHUH� LV� QR� JXDUDQWHH� WKDW�RQH¶V�RSSo-
nents will not change the election rule to ensure that they will always win once 
WKH\�ZLQ�DQ�HOHFWLRQ��7KXV��WKH�PRVW�UDWLRQDO�DQG�VDIHVW�ZD\�LV�WR�SUHVHUYH�RQH¶V�
SRZHU�DQG�WR�UXOH�RXW�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�RQH¶V�RSSRQHQWV�UXOLQJ�RYHU�RQHVHOI�E\�
hindering any effort toward democracy. There is no way to find a rational way 
to solve these dilemmas, given that reason dictates us to protect our interests by 
choosing the worse strategy. The only possible breakthrough is by adopting the 
emotion of trust. If both parties can take a leap of fate and trust the goodwill of 
the other despite the lack of evidence, then conflicts between people, cultures, 
or countries with contradictory interests can be solved, which in turn would lead 
to a win-win situation. 

 
3.2. Compassion 

 
The second non-egocentric emotion is compassion. Compassion is a feeling 

of being moved by witnessing the suffering of others and being motivated to 
alleviate such sufferings. It is non-egocentric in the sense that we feel bad to-
ZDUG�RWKHUV¶�VXIIHULQJ�QRW�EHFDXse such suffering will harm our well-being, but 
we feel bad because it will harm their well-being, which is a concern for us. 
Such non-egocentricity is nicely illustrated by an example given by the ancient 
Chinese philosopher Mencius. He says: 
 

³:KHQ�,�VD\ that all men have a mind which cannot bear to see the suffer-
ings of others, my meaning may be illustrated thus: even now-a-days, if men 
suddenly see a child about to fall into a well, they will without exception ex-
perience a feeling of alarm and distress. they will feel so, not as a ground on 
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ZKLFK� WKH\�PD\� JDLQ� WKH� IDYRU� RI� WKH� FKLOG¶V� SDUHQWV�� QRU� DV� D� JURXQG� RQ�
which they may seek the praise of their neighbors and friends, nor from a 
GLVOLNH�WR�WKH�UHSXWDWLRQ�RI�KDYLQJ�EHHQ�XQPRYHG�E\�VXFK�D�WKLQJ�´5 

 
In his example, we are motivated to save the child not because of any per-

sonal interest but because of a pure feeling of compassion toward him. Such 
non-egocentric nature of compassion plays an essential role in solving cross-
cultural disputes. For example, let us consider the recent Syrian refugee crisis, 
which officially began on March 15, 2011. In the Syrian civil war hundreds of 
thousands of people were killed and most of the major public facilities, includ-
ing hospitals, schools, water and sanitation systems in Syria were destroyed. 
Over 5.6 million of Syrians were forced to flee, which made them refugees. At 
that time, most European countries were reluctant to take in these refugees. All 
RI�WKHP�KDG�³JRRG´�UHDVRQV�QRW�WR�GR�VR��VXFK�DV�³2XU�FRXQWU\�FDQQRt afford the 
FRVW�RI�WDNLQJ�FDUH�RI�WKHVH�SHRSOH�´�³,W�PD\�KDUP�WKH�ORFDO�SHRSOH¶V�RSSRUWXQi-
WLHV�WR�ILQG�D�MRE�RU�UHDFK�SXEOLF�VHUYLFH�´�³7KH�RXWEUHDN�RI�WKH�6\ULDQ�FLYLO�ZDU�
LV� QRW� RXU� UHVSRQVLELOLW\�´� ³7KH� UHIXJHH� PD\� FUHDWH� VHFXULW\� SUREOHP� LQ� RXU�
countU\�´�HWF��2Q��QG�6HSWHPEHU�������D�WKUHH-year-old Syrian boy named Alan 
Kurdi drowned and was found dead on a Turkish beach. Clicked by a Turkish 
MRXUQDOLVW�QDPHG�1LO�IHU�'HPLU��WKLV�SKRWR�LPPHGLDWHO\�PDGH�JOREDO�KHDGOLQHV��
A strong feeling of compassion toward the Syrian refugees was so widespread 
that all the major powers in Europe agreed to start taking in Syrian refugees or 
raising their quota of taking in. From this case, we can see that sometimes the 
power of compassion is much stronger than that of rationality in motivating 
altruistic and humanistic behavior. 

Just like other basic emotions, the emotion of compassion is shared by all the 
major cultures and religions in the world. As mentioned above, Chinese cultures 
regard compassion as one of the human natures that defines who we are and 
distinguishes us from other animals. Mencius says,  
 

³7KH� IHHOLQJ� RI� FRPPLVHUDWLRQ� EHORQJV� WR� DOO� PHQ�� VR�� GRHV� WKDW� RI� VKDPH�
and dislike; and that of reverence and respect; and that of approving and  
disapproving. The feeling of commiseration implies the principle of benevo-
lence; that of shame and dislike, the principle of righteousness; that of rever-
ence and respect, the principle of propriety; and that of approving and disap-
proving, the principle of knowledge. Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, 
and knowledge are not infused into us from without. We are certainly fur-
QLVKHG�ZLWK�WKHP�´6  

 
,Q� 7KHUDYƗGD� %XGGKLVP�� FRPSDVVLRQ� �NDUX۬Ɨ�� LV� RQH� RI� WKH� IRXU� ³GLYLQH�

DERGHV´�DORQJ�ZLWK�ORYLQJ�NLQGQHVV��V\PSDWKHWLF�MR\��DQG�HTuanimity, while in 
0DKƗ\ƗQD� %XGGKLVP�� FRPSDVVLRQ� LV� RQH� RI� WKH� WZR� TXDOLWLHV� DORQJ� ZLWK� Hn-
²²²²²²²²² 

5 See http://nothingistic.org/library/mencius/mencius12.html 
6 See http://nothingistic.org/library/mencius/mencius42.html 
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lightened wisdom that is to be cultivated on the bodhisattva path. Dalai Lama 
once said: 
 

³$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%XGGKLVP��FRPSDVVLRQ�LV�DQ�DVSLUDWLRQ��D�VWDWH�RI�PLQG��ZDQt-
ing otherV�WR�EH�IUHH�IURP�VXIIHULQJ��,W¶V�QRW�SDVVLYH²LW¶V�QRW�HPSDWK\�DORQH�
²but rather an empathetic altruism that actively strives to free others from 
suffering. Genuine compassion must have both wisdom and lovingkindness. 
That is to say, one must understand the nature of the suffering from which 
we wish to free others (this is wisdom), and one must experience deep inti-
PDF\�DQG�HPSDWK\�ZLWK�RWKHU�VHQWLHQW�EHLQJV��WKLV�LV�ORYLQJNLQGQHVV�´��'DODL�
Lama, 2002).  

 
Christianity emphasizes compassion by attributing it as one of the most im-

SRUWDQW�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�*RG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�%LEOH��*RG�LV�³D�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�
DQG� JUDFLRXV�*RG�� VORZ� WR� DQJHU�� DERXQGLQJ� LQ� ORYH� DQG� IDLWKIXOQHVV´� �3VDOP�
86:15). As Lamentations 3:22±��� VD\V�� ³7KH� VWHDGIDVW� ORYH� RI� WKH�/RUG� QHver 
ceases; his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is 
\RXU�IDLWKIXOQHVV�´�,Q�-RKQ������±35, Jesus showed his deep compassion toward 
RWKHUV¶�VXIIHULQJV��,W�VD\V��³:KHQ�-HVXV�VDZ�KHU�ZHHSLQJ��DQG�WKH�-HZV�ZKR�KDG�
come with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in his spirit and greatly trou-
bled. $QG�KH�VDLG��³:KHUH�KDYH�\RX�ODLG�KLP"´�7KH\�VDLG�WR�KLP��³/RUG��FRPH�
DQG� VHH�´� -HVXV� ZHSW��0RWLYDWHG� E\� KLV� FRPSDVVLRQV� WRZDUG� WKH� VLFN� SHRSOH��
Jesus practiced his miracle healing. MattheZ� �������� VD\V�� ³:KHQ� KH� ZHQW�
ashore he saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on them and healed their 
sick. Mark (1:40±����VD\V��³$QG�D�OHSHU�FDPH�WR�KLP��LPSORULQJ�KLP��DQG�NQHHl-
LQJ� VDLG� WR� KLP�� ³,I� \RX�ZLOO�� \RX� FDQ�PDNH�PH� FOHDQ�´�0RYHG�ZLWK� SLW\�� Ke 
VWUHWFKHG�RXW�KLV�KDQG�DQG�WRXFKHG�KLP�DQG�VDLG�WR�KLP��³,�ZLOO��EH�FOHDQ�´�/DVW�
but not the least, Muslims have also placed an important value on the emotion 
RI�FRPSDVVLRQ��0XVOLPV�DGGUHVV�$OODK�DV�³&RPSDVVLRQDWH�DQG�0HUFLIXO�´�7KH�
first chapter of Quran describes Allah as Rabb al-Alamin (i.e., Sustainer of the 
whole world) and sustenance of the whole world itself is based on His Mercy 
and Compassion. Allah sent His Messenger Muhammad as the Mercy of the 
:RUOG�����������7KXV��³D�WUXH�IROORZHU�RI�WKH�3URShet (PBUH) has to be merci-
ful and compassionate to the extent humanly possible. Anyone who is cruel and 
KDV�QR�VHQVLWLYLW\�WRZDUGV�VXIIHULQJV�RI�RWKHUV�FDQQRW�EH�3URSKHW¶V�WUXH�IROORZHU�
LQ�DQ\�VHQVH�´7 

From the above teachings, we can see that Confucism, Buddhism, Christiani-
ty, and Muslim all emphasize the importance of compassion. This universally 
recognized emotion, which is extremely powerful in motivating us to concern 
RWKHU¶V�ZHOO-being instead of our own, might help facilitate cross-cultural dia-
logue by showing others our good will and let them feel safe and peaceful to 
participate in such a dialogue. 

²²²²²²²²² 
7 See http://www.islamicity.org/8398/the-concept-of-compassion-in-islam/ 
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3.3. Love 
 
The last non-egocentric emotion that I want to discuss is love. Similar to 

compassion, the importance of the value of love is universally acknowledged in 
almost all the cultures and religions. The scope of love is not limited to roman-
tic love, but also includes family love and friendship. The non-egocentric nature 
of love is characterized by Taylor (1976) as follows:  
 

³7R�VXPPDUL]H��LI�[�ORYHV�y then x wants to benefit and be with y etc., and 
he has these wants (or at least some of them) because he believes y has some 
determinate characteristics ୠ in virtue of which he thinks it worthwhile to 
benefit and be with y. He regards satisfaction of these wants as an end and 
QRW�DV�D�PHDQV�WRZDUGV�VRPH�RWKHU�HQG´��7D\ORU�������������� 

 
The stories of unselfish love have always been an inspiration for people from 

different cultures. Moral saints such as Mother Teresa, Gandhi, Nelson Man-
dela, Martin L. King Jr., and all the fathers and mothers who devote their whole 
lives for their children are named as moral saints mainly for their unselfish love. 

One important feature of such an unselfish love, which makes it particularly 
helpful in having a successful cross-cultural dialogue, is that it can spread from 
friends and relatives to strangers. Such extension of love nurtures our power to 
see the common ground between people different from us, which lay the foun-
dation of cross-cultural dialogue. In the Art of Loving��)URPP�VD\V�� ³7R� ORYH�
one person productively means to be related to his human core, to him as repre-
senting mankind. Love for one individual, in so far as it is divorced from love 
for man, can refer only to the superficial and to the accidental; of necessity it 
UHPDLQV�VKDOORZ´��)URPP��������&KDS������7KDW�LV��LI�RQH� OHDUQV�WR�UHDOO\� ORYH�  
a person, one must love the essence that makes him a human being. As you 
might find such essence in other people too, your love toward a specific person 
will extend WR�KXPDQ�EHLQJV�DV�VXFK��7KXV��)URPP�VD\V��³/RYH�LV�QRW�SULPDULO\�
a relationship to a specific person; it is an attitude, an ordination of character 
which determines the relatedness of the person to the whole world as a whole, 
not toward one object of love´��)URPP��������&KDS������$�VLPLODU�YLHZ�UHJDUd-
ing the extension of love can be seen in Mencius who describes the man who 
NQRZV�KRZ�WR� ORYH�DV� IROORZV��³+H�LV�DIIHFWLRQDWH� WR�KLV�SDUHQWV��DQG� ORYLQJO\�
disposed to people generally. He is lovingly disposed to people generally, and 
NLQG�WR�FUHDWXUHV�´8 That is, we learn how to love by loving our parents first, and 
then we can love people generally, and ultimately extend our love toward non-
human creatures. Such extending love is made possible by seeing the common 
ground of different people, namely, as human being as such. If we start to see 
people of different cultures, races, gender, or nationality as human beings who 

²²²²²²²²² 
8 See http://nothingistic.org/library/mencius/mencius52.html 
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are no different from us, then we might be able to talk to them as if we talk to 
our friends, spouses, and family. 

Such a power of love to see commonality in difference also plays an inevita-
ble role in the establishment of global justice. In her latest book Political Emo-
tions, Martha Nussbaum argues that love matters for justice. One of the founda-
tions of global justice is a general respect for human dignity. However, such 
respect is practically impossible if one cannot imagine how it is like to live 
closely with people whose value and beliefs are vastly different from you. Such 
power of imaginative engagement with others, on the other hand, can only be 
nurtured by the emotion of love. Nussbaum says,  
 

³&RQVHTXHQWO\�UHVSHFW�JURXQGHG�LQ�WKH�LGHD�RI�KXPDQ�GLJQLW\�ZLOO�SURYH�Lm-
potent to include all citizens on terms of equality unless it is nourished by 
imaginative engagement with the lives of others and by an inner grasp of 
WKHLU�IXOO�DQG�HTXDO�KXPDQLW\�>«@�7KH�W\SH�RI�LPDJLQDWLYH�HQJDJHPHQW�VRFi-
HW\�QHHGV��3DUW�,,�DUJXHG��LV�QRXULVKHG�E\�ORYH´��1XVVEDXP��������������� 

 
By the non-egocentric nature of love, we might learn to respect, care, and 

show concern about those who are different from us. Such respect and the love 
that breeds it, lays the foundation of a successful cross-cultural dialogue. 

 
 

4. CONCLUSION 
 
Facing multifaceted contemporary problems and crisis, we do not lack ra-

tional and intelligent solutions. What we lack is mutual understanding, recipro-
cal tolerance, and sustainable collaboration. The existence of basic emotions 
universally that are shared by all human beings might serve as a common lan-
guage among people from diverse cultures, while the involuntary arousal and 
perception of emotions help us understand what others really feel. Non-
egocentric emotions, such as trust, compassion, and love, might lay the founda-
tion of cross-cultural dialogue by ensuring the good will of both the parties in 
participating into communication and learning to see the commonality in differ-
ence. I conclude that the role of emotions in establishing a platform for cross-
cultural dialogue should not be overlooked. 
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