ANNEX

THE ATHENS DIALOGUES: 
An International Conference on Culture & Civilization

The Alexander S. Onassis Public Benefit Foundation organizes an international conference entitled The Athens Dialogues. The conference will be held in Athens on 24-27 November 2010 and it is planned as the inaugurating event of the “Onassis Cultural Centre - Athens”, a new cultural space with the fundamental aim of presenting, projecting and encouraging contemporary Greek culture and its dissemination beyond Greece. 

The Athens Dialogues conference is organized in collaboration with the Academy of Athens, the Accademia dei Lincei, the Austrian Academy of Sciences, the German Archaeological Institute, the Institut de France, the Harvard University’s Center for Hellenic Studies, the University of Oxford and the University of Stanford. 

SCOPE OF THE ATHENS DIALOGUES CONFERENCE 

Greek culture is one of the milestones of the universal humanistic inheritance. Indeed, many of the questions addressed by great thinkers in Athens, Rome, Alexandria, Constantinople and elsewhere in the Mediterranean, where the Greek language and civilization were adopted from ancient up to modern times, have become part of the very fabric of contemporary cultures; they are the basis of political, philosophical, artistic, scientific and cultural discourse or “dialogue” throughout the contemporary world. 

The conference aims to explore the potential of this legacy as a source for solutions to challenges that the world faces today and to those that it will inevitably come to face in the future. The principal question it aims to raise is: how can this inheritance be relevant to major changes and shifts in various fields that the contemporary world is undergoing? 

The Athens Dialogues, however, will not focus solely on Greek culture and will not confine itself to the western world. The new globalized world is no less a “pond” than the Mediterranean Sea was in ancient times and the “mare nostrum” has indeed become the “terra nostra”. Besides, since ancient times, other great thinkers in Western and Eastern Europe, North and South America, the Arab world, the Orient and India, have each added to human thinking and advanced greatly our understanding. Aiming to have a universal appeal, the conference will seek to include people from “non-western” countries, who will bring their own ideas and perspective into the discourse on major contemporary issues.  

Finally, the conference will try to appeal to the younger generations as well, in its attempt to address not only contemporary but also future challenges. Students and young scholars, artists and scientists of various fields will be invited to share their thoughts and concerns and to enter into a dialogue with their heritage which will undoubtedly prove fruitful. 

We will consider The Athens Dialogues to have been successful if, when they end, participants return home with a greater understanding of the wider issues and challenges that the world is currently facing and with a greater sense of engagement in the task of addressing them more effectively.  

THEMATIC SESSIONS

The Conference will focus on the following six thematic sessions which will be approached from a diachronic and interdisciplinary perspective. Themes such as economy, religion and technology will permeate all sessions and for this reason are not included separately. 

1. Identity and Difference  [Chair: Professor Dame Averil Cameron] 

2. Stories and Histories  [Chairs: Professors Hans-Joachim Gehrke and Johannes Koder]

3. Word and Art [Chairs: Professors Gregory Nagy and Richard Martin] 

4. Democracy and Governance [Chair: Professor Konstantinos Svolopoulos] 

5. Science and Ethics [Chairs: Professors Athanassios Fokas and Jacques Jouanna] 

6. Quality of Life [Chairs: Professors Robert Harriss and Dimitri Nanopoulos] 

ORGANIZATION OF THE ATHENS DIALOGUES CONFERENCE

Representatives of the co-organizing institutions along with eminent personalities of the scholarly world and members of the Greek academic community participate in the organizing committee of the conference presided over by Professor George Babiniotis. Its task is to formulate carefully the questions to be discussed, to propose the most suitable persons to take part in the discussions and to assume responsibility for the broad dissemination of the problems addressed and the aspirations of the conference. The work of the organizing committee is greatly assisted by scholars and intellectuals from all over the world who submit proposals concerning potential speakers and topics. Dr Niki Tsironis (niki.tsironi@gmail.com) has been appointed as the academic co-ordinator of the Conference.

The Athens Dialogues is organized as a working meeting, where not only the speakers and respondents but also the “public” will attend by invitation only. This procedure will ensure the high level of dialogue between the contributors themselves and the public. For best results the organizing committee has decided on the pre-publication of the papers on the net, a procedure that will enable respondents to be prepared for the opening of the dialogue during the days of the conference. 

The Onassis Foundation will also be launching a web portal, where all departments of Hellenic Studies will be included along with the universities and research centres conducting important research on Hellenic culture and civilization. The portal aims to become a point of contact and communication between all those who are engaged or interested in the Greek cultural heritage. It will also facilitate the work of the committee as well as the communication among the participants, since key-note papers and comments will be published there long before the actual conference. The portal will continue to be enriched in the future.  

The Athens Dialogues are envisaged as an on-going project which will start before the actual conference through its website and will continue after the end of it. 
The official languages of the conference will be Greek, English and French.

(((
DESCRIPTION OF SESSIONS 

1. IDENTITY AND DIFFERENCE:  

One of the most urgent and critical discussions in today’s world turns on the concept of identity – and its mirror-image, difference.  Debate has focused on the question of whether identity is inherent or constructed, and if the latter, through what influences and mechanisms.  The argument ranges widely, for identity may be personal, social, ethnic or political; and of these the last two in particular involve issues that are of burning concern in today’s global world.  It can be argued that it was in classical Greece that the sense of individual consciousness first emerged, together with a strong and proud sense of what it meant to be ‘Greek’.  We are still debating what this means, and these issues of definition and consciousness underlie many of the major issues that we are wrestling with today.

The theme of this session ranges over many disciplines, from psychology and neuroscience to history and political science.  In order to understand societies we need to understand the springs of human behaviour, and in order to understand religious difference we need an awareness of the evolutionary origins of belief.  The relation of the individual and community – put sharply into focus in the classical Greek city-state – is at the very heart both of modern self-identification, whether in terms of ethnic group, culture or religion and of the legal and social frameworks that seek to define communities. 

The participants in this session will address the theme from a variety of perspectives. Consideration of the sociology of religious difference in early Christianity and the emergence of peoples in early medieval Europe can help us to understand issues in the study of contemporary Islam or questions of nationalism and ethnicity – and vice versa.  It can also illustrate the familiar and dangerous processes of stereotyping used over the centuries by interested groups in order to confer a spurious identity on their rivals and enemies.        
2. STORIES AND HISTORIES 

The section will focus on the Greek culture's impact on historiography and storytelling or, more generally speaking, on the relationship between history and the manifold ways of dealing with it. There will be four main objectives.

Firstly, we shall confront different modes of perception of the past, taking as point of departure two contrasting features often understood as mutually excluding each other, namely the professional view of the modern historian and traditional manners of remembrance, mythmaking, and storytelling. Taking into consideration the ancient Greek historiography, where such opposition did not exist, we shall try to overcome this rigid antithesis and to look for intermediate phenomena between these concepts instead, by considering their relationship and interconnections and by crossing the border between traditional, even orthodox, distinctions between myth and reality, facts and fiction. Thus we enter the sphere where professional or even scientific history comes close to historiography which is shaped by narrative structures or where literary genres deal with historical facts, events, and /or constellations. This reminds us of the ideas of Hayden White's "metahistory" and Paul Ricoeur's "temps et recit", which may serve as theoretical framework. In other words, a part of the section is about narrative concepts as a means of bridging the gap between history and storytelling, between the world of historical facts and the realm of mythical events. This may also help to bring together professional historians and literary scholars or authors.

One has, secondly, to ask whose history one is dealing with. When we put this question we are looking for the "social surface" of memory and we are going to study the relationship between a given political organisation, social community, or cultural unit and 'its' respective history. This is of utmost importance since a group's orientation towards its own past is relevant for and characteristic of the group's very identity and social cohesion. Considering how it shapes its past leads us to a better understanding of the unit itself. In addition, we shall take into account the impact of gender and culture, of different worldviews and ideologies, on the comprehension of history. It will therefore be discussed how the ways of memorizing, thinking, and understanding the past can contribute to the making of (not to say construction) of different collective or individual identities and vice versa.
We shall use these general approaches, thirdly, in order to come to a better understanding of (ancient) Greek perceptions of the past. Historiography we are normally considering first is far away from being the only, or even main, way of dealing with past times. Instead of confining ourselves to the works of historiography we have to include into our research other genres of handing down memories and other modes of remembrance, like oral traditions, epic and elegiac poetry, theatrical performances, novels, official monuments and documents, and we have to compare and to confront them with he historians and their works. Thus we shall get more information on how the Greeks shaped their past, and we can even integrate into our study other ancient concepts of history, e.g. from Near Eastern civilisations, and their contrasting views of the Greeks and their behaviour. 

Fourthly, the most important works of Greek literature and historiography very often tell of paradigmatic or even archetypical situations, fates, and relations, like war and peace, love and hate, individual and community. They combine these tales with certain views of the world and tend to explain the events and relationships they speak of by mythical and/or historical, or perhaps more adequately mythistorical, interpretations. Thus great narratives have been created, like the story of the Trojan War, the return of a hero, the global battle between Greeks and Barbarians as a struggle between freedom and despotism, the fate of a nearly mythical warrior like king Alexander of Macedon, and so on. All these stories deserve special attention not only as they are, but in particular because they have deeply influenced later concepts of the past, not least our own ones. Having been transformed in various ways, they have contributed to the formation of certain worldviews concerning, for example, the relationship of East and West, like the idea of a "clash of civilisations". They have thus become truly fundamental tales, a kind of modern charter myths, at least in Western thought.  Our aim is to study this impact of ancient models and to modify it, so to speak, by putting it back into its historical context thus showing that we have not to deal with metaphysical or religious features, but with phenomena of specific receptions. Particularly at this point, we shall have the opportunity to discuss the different aspects of these narratives and their perceptions with authors and journalists.

3. WORD AND ART 

What lies behind the remarkable strength and continuity of Hellenic culture? In the closely linked fields of visual and verbal art, there are recurrent elements traceable over nearly three millennia in which one can locate both the vigour of expression and deep capacity for tradition-based innovation so characteristic of Greek civilization. This panel on Logos kai tekhne (Discourse and Art) seeks to bring together experts from a wide variety of disciplines in order to examine the abiding, vital forces that continue to propel a precious cultural heritage.

The earliest recorded Greek literature, poetic verses scratched on vases in the 8th century BC, foreground the dual themes of competition and the charm of performance as central. “Whoever now of the dancers sports most winningly has this (jug)” says a verse on the so-called Dipylon vase (now in the National Archaeological Museum in Athens). And three lines inscribed on a pot from the important archaic Greek island colony of Pithekoussai (now Ischia), off southern Italy, say “Nestor’s cup is good to drink from, but whoever drinks from this will be seized by desire for beautiful crowned Aphrodite”-- an artful contrast between aristocratic drinking–parties and their protocols on the one hand, and the heroic traditions about the Heroic Age king of Pylos, on the other.

In subsequent Greek performance traditions, these two themes are tightly interlaced: competition, and the drive to be most attractive, structure the diverse products of literary artistry, dramatic exhibition, court-room oratory, music playing and singing, display of philosophical or medical skills, athletics, or even the carrying out of public ritual in the sight of the gods (and so as to charm them). This quintessentially Greek focus on the competitive, or agonistic, aspect of culture explains to a large extent why Hellenic cultural forms innovated so rapidly and with such profuse variety. The words said to have been given to the hero Achilles by his father (according to Homeric poetry)-- “always excel” (aien aristeuin)--came to mark for Greeks of all periods not just an heroic warrior imperative but a general approach to life in its many modes of public self-presentation.

It is our hope that this particular panel in the Onassis Athens Dialogues can focus contributions on the attractive performances produced by competing Greek artists, of all sorts, in a number of eras, even into the 21st century. Athens, appropriately enough, will be our focus, while we also hope to have represented the point of view of Byzantium, in many ways the new Athens of the middle ages. Contributions are expected on the Athenian festival of the Panathenaia (and on the related pan-Ionian festival of the Delia); on mythology as it plays out in musical performance; on the distinctive features of the dramatic competitions of Athenian state theater; on Greek vase-painting; and on the modern reception of Greek literature, among other topics. In sum, we want to highlight as much as possible the ongoing, unique features of Greek art and discourse, and thereby offer for debate and analysis their real and potential connections with contemporary civilization. 
4. DEMOCRACY AND GOVERNANCE 

Athens, where the conference will take place, more than any other city-state of ancient Greece made an acknowledged contribution to the notions of democratic governance. This was both idealistic and realistic, emphasizing the importance of the individual but also the collectivity. The notion of human dignity was repeatedly stressed as was that of equality even though the latter was also severely circumscribed by the different social attitudes of the ancient world towards slavery, women and the rights of semi-citizens or immigrants. The understanding of justice and what purpose it should serve also received nuanced and sophisticated treatment that still informs legal thinking. Similarly pioneering was the realization that in a democracy citizens have duties as well as rights, towards the state but also towards ‘eternal’ laws, touching the sensitive issue of the permissible limits of civil disobedience.

These ideas evolved in the forum and in the gymnasium; during private social gatherings and through the medium of essays or theatrical dramas and even comedies. The different media used to give them birth themselves became sources of inspiration and imitation as other panels will examine. The ideas of good and bad government were thus to figure prominently in the arts of the Renaissance among others. In short, the notions of the ancient world spread and touched not only lawyers and politicians but also thinkers and creators from all disciplines.

To these eternal topics the ancient Greeks did not always provide the final answers. Indeed, most would agree that these ‘big questions’ are incapable of single or conclusive responses. But the ancient Greek world invariably handled them in insightful but also in a contradictory way which makes the richness of the ancient legacy greater and the need to explore its relevance to today’s unstable and highly materialistic times even more urgent.

5. SCIENCE AND ETHICS

Remarkable discoveries in Science and in particular Physics, Astronomy, Biology, Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, as well as the impact of some of these discoveries on Technology, have had a tremendous impact on all aspects of life. Several of the genetic and molecular mechanisms underlying life have been deciphered and significant progress has been made towards comprehending the complexity of the human brain. We are reaching closer to the profound goal of understanding the origin of our world, as well as our position relative to the universe. 

The progress of Science is inevitable, since it expresses the innate search of humans for understanding. At the same time, it is vital for our existence. For example, important discoveries in medicine, ranging from vaccinations and antibiotics to great advances in cardiology, contributed crucially in raising life expectancy in the last century by thirty years. Mathematics, as the universal language of Science, has played a significant role in some of the above developments. Indeed, in addition to providing the foundation of several scientific disciplines including Physics, it has also contributed enormously to Medicine, particularly by providing mathematical tools such as statistics, as well as the mathematics needed for several imaging techniques.

It is difficult to find a scientific field in which the Hellenic thought did not have a decisive impact. For instance, the materialism of Democritus and of the Epicureans, as well as the position of Heraclitus that “everything is in a state of flux” (“τα πάντα ρει) constitute the basic elements of dialectic materialism. The assertion of Epictitus that “sadness is caused not by the facts themselves, but by our opinion about them” was the motivation for the development of the field of cognitive psychology. Hippocrates and other ancient Greek physicians begun to approach medicine as an experimental science. Aristotle’s extensive and meticulous studies led him to formulate certain ideas which can be considered as prodromal to those of Darwin. The great achievements in Astronomy are illustrated by the recent decoding of the ancient Greek Astronomical calculator known as the Antikythera Mechanism. Perhaps the greatest scientific achievement of antiquity is Euclid’s “Elements”. Indeed, it is difficult to find another work that has had a stronger impact than this monumental work, on the development of modern Physics and Mathematics. Kepler, Descartes, Newton and many other scientists studied them in detail. The great ancient thinkers, like Plato and Aristotle, were true intellectuals in the style which reappeared later in Renaissance, who thought deeply about the interaction of scientific thought, Culture, Philosophy and Ethics. For example, according to Proclus, Euclid’s “Elements” can be considered as an application of the Platonic Philosophy to Geometry: in the same way that Dialectics is based on metaphysical axioms, Euclid’s “Elements” are based on mathematical axioms.

Recently, the ‘holistic approach’ of the ancient Greeks has returned to the forefront of the modern scientific thought. For example, it has become clear that fundamental questions, such as the understanding of the process of acquisition of knowledge, as well as the genesis of ethical principles, can be answered only within an interdisciplinary framework. For example, Aristotle and later Locke postulated that we learn by associating ideas as a result of our experience (for them the brain is tabula rasa). Later on, Pavlov and Thorndike provided experimental proof that we indeed learn by associating different stimuli. Recently, Kandel was able to elucidate the underlying mechanisms at the cellular level. At the same time, the intricate cerebral neuronal architecture provides the physiological basic of the existence of Plato’s “tabula inscripta”. 

The section Science and Ethics will attempt to highlight some of the above developments, emphasizing that it is absolutely vital to enhance and facilitate the public engagement with Science. The enormous achievements of Science and Technology provide both huge promise but also highly dangerous threats. Ethical questions have moved from the realm of philosophy to the practicalities of medical treatments. For example, stem cells could be used in the future for the treatment of debilitating degenerative diseases such as Parkinson’s disease and Multiple Scleroses. On the other hand, genetic manipulation at the level of human reproduction could have a dramatic impact on our existence. At a more subtle level, the emergence of new technologies, including nanotechnology, biotechnology and information technology, could have an unprecedented effect on the brains of future generations. The relevant threats and opportunities open to our children and grandchildren as the 21st century unfolds require serious exploration. 

On a more optimistic note, the recent developments in Science in general and in Neuroscience in particular, bring us closer to addressing perhaps the most profound remaining open question of the human endeavor: is it possible for the human brain to understand itself, or as the ancient Greeks would say “ to know thyself” (γνωθι σε αυτόν”)? 

6. QUALITY OF LIFE

The Quality of Life theme will explore the diachronic sense of Greek heritage that has informed scholarly understanding of quality of life and universal principles of sustainability past, present, and future. One of the great challenges for the 21st century is the integration of disciplinary knowledge into usable and universal principals for creative transitions to a higher quality of life in the diverse and growing humanity. Universal principals of sustainability are urgently needed to build a basis for quality of life theory and indicators that, in turn, guide and inform citizens and their governing organizations.

Τhe intellectual pathway from Aristotelian “universals” to our contemporary focus on delving deeply into disciplinary knowledge on “bits, atoms, neurons, and genes” has enormously enriched the sciences and simultaneously diminished a unity of knowledge beyond disciplines. A robust understanding of quality of life must acknowledge the elusiveness of truth in a fragmented view of the world and the complexity of desire for an overarching unity of knowledge. Our session on quality of life will explore the economic, philosophical, and scientific basis for why certain types and specific works of art, architecture, and landscapes are highly preferred over others for long periods of human history. The integration across presentations will attempt to reconcile disparate or contrary beliefs, often while melding practices of various intellectual schools of thought. Syncretism functioned as an essential feature of Ancient Greek religion and today is extended to reconciling disparate or contrary beliefs, often while melding practices of various schools of thought in the sciences, arts, humanities, and technology.

When we interpret human constructions as the representation of internal patterns, then the rich cultural heritage of humankind assumes the character of an ‘external memory’ of the collective human mind throughout our history. This quality of life session will clarify the role of systems, structures, behaviors, and the nature of mind, matter and human identity in determining the general well-being of individuals and societies. 
