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DIALOGUE-DRIVEN CHANGE IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE: 
AN INTRODUCTION 

Cornelia Ilie1 

The International Journal of Cross-cultural Studies and Environmental 
Communication has decided to devote two special issues (Volume 2, Issue 2, 2013 
and Volume 1, Issue 1, 2014) to selected papers presented at the 2nd ESTIDIA 
Conference, University of Bari “Aldo Moro”, Italy on 3-5 October 2013. These 
papers raise and discuss a significant range of current issues related to the theme of 
the conference “Dialogue-driven Change in the Public Sphere”.  

The first of the two special issues (Volume 2, Issue 2, 2013) brings together 
17 articles devoted to the following three topics: (1) Multi-voiced discourses in the 
changing European public sphere; (2) Changing strategies in gendering discourses; 
(3) The impact of digital environments on citizens’ empowerment.  

The second of the two special issues (Volume 1, Issue 1, 2014) features 12 
articles pertaining to the following two topics: (1) Socio-political change at the 
interface of tradition and modernity; (2) Intercultural approaches to educational 
change. 

The articles in these two issues address the challenges involved by processes 
of change in context-specific dialogue practices and strategies from a wide range of 
disciplinary perspectives, crossing both geographical and methodological borders. 
The focus of these studies is on the traditions, principles, purposes and practices of 
interaction in the public sphere that are part of, and conducive to, societal 
change.Since language use is crucial in shaping individual and collective identity, 
social interaction and power patterns, the construction and use of discourse gives 
meaning to specific events, circumstances, attitudes and actions (Wodak and 
Meyer, 2009; Van Dijk, 2011). Discourses are used in everyday contexts for 
building power and knowledge, for regulation and normalization (Bergerand 
Luckmann,1966), for the development of new knowledge and power relations 
(Chilton, 2004), and for hegemony (excess influence or authority of one group or 
nation over another).Moreover, there is increased awareness that changes at the 
societal level are closely intertwined with changes at the organizational level (Seo 
and Creed, 2002; Scheuer, S. and Scheuer, J.D., 2008). A particular concern of the 
articles in these two issues is with the role of language in contemporary social, 
political and cultural change – for example, how do (changing) uses of language 
contribute to the multi-voiced discourses in the public sphere, to the changing 
structure of ‘information society’ (through the impact of digital environments), to 
the construction of regional, national, trans-national identities, or to effects of 
‘globalisation’. 
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Change, be it subtle or dramatic, is constantly an integral part of social life, 
bringing about significant alteration of social structure, behavior patterns and 
cultural values. Social change refers to variations over time in the ecological 
ordering of populations and communities, in patterns of roles and social 
interactions, in the structure and functioning of institutions, and in the cultures of 
societies. In recent times, two fallacies about social change have been intensively 
debated. According to the first fallacy, social change is simply a linear movement 
in time from a traditional past towards a modern future, while old values and 
institutions are regarded as impediments to changes and obstacles to 
modernization. The second fallacy is based on the assumption that there is an 
irreconcilable conflict between old and new traditions and structures, which leads 
to old traditions and structures being simply displaced by new ones. However, both 
fallacies have been proved wrong and consequently discarded by a large body of 
studies which provide alternative interpretations that challenge the assumptions of 
the traditional-modern polarization. In the dynamic and multi-dimensional reality 
that we experience daily, tradition and modernity are in fact mutually reinforcing, 
rather than being mutually excluding systems. It is these two aspects, dialogue-
driven continuity in discontinuity, and discontinuity in continuity, that are the focus 
of the contributions in these two special issues.  

The various theories of social change range from those that explain specific 
factors that cause small-scale changes to abstract and broader theories which 
attempt to understand underlying trends in the evolution and transformation of 
human societies. While many societies are currently experiencing dramatic shifts in 
their political, economic and social structures, there are at least two dominant 
trends: the increasing democratization of political life, and the rise of complex 
bureaucratic institutions. The key factors of social change underlying these trends 
are globalization, technological developments, systemic upheavals, migration and 
the ensuing multiculturalism and multilingualism. But perhaps the most potentially 
powerful factors of social change are the people animated by a profound need to 
communicate and, through public dialogue, to craft a dynamic vision for a more 
just set of social arrangements in the pursuit of major goals in the service of the 
common good. The implementation of visionary ideas calls for critically discussing 
ideas and conceptualizations which take into account the continuously changing 
nature of societies and communities, and which aim at explicating the 
interdependence between individuals’ interaction practices and the discursive 
construction of identities, on the one hand, and their access to full participation in 
society, on the other. 

Some of the major issues of interest discussed in the articles included in 
these two special journal issues are the following: understanding and fostering the 
dialogue of tradition and innovation at the interface of the public and private 
spheres; scrutinizing patterns of social and personal change at micro- and macro- 
discourse level; identifying divergence and convergence patterns in public 
narrative and dialogue; identifying new citizen-centred multicultural and social 
practices in Europe and beyond; analyzing empowering or disempowering 
paradigm shifts in gendering practices occurring in public and media discourses; 
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examining societal change articulated in public debate (e.g. media interviews, press 
conferences, political debates); evaluating bottom-up or top-down societal change 
(e.g. in processes of political transition, power transfer and empowerment, business 
outsourcing). 
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