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5. God, Man and Monism in Modern Western Philosophy 

“The third great period, from the seventeenth century to the present day, is dominated, more than either of its predecessors, by science; traditional religious beliefs remain important but are felt to need justification, and are modified wherever science seems to make this imperative. Few of the philosophers of this period are orthodox from a Catholic standpoint, and the secular state is more important in their speculations than the Church.”
 
Modern western philosophy can be divided broadly into six parts:

A. Theories of Knowledge

A key question of Western philosophy has always been “How do I know what I know?” One would have expected that philosophers propounding theories of knowledge would have played an instrumental role in the development of science. Strangely, none of the philosophers concerned with theories of knowledge have played any significant role in the development of science or technology during the past four-five centuries. Philosophy has remained largely irrelevant to scientists, technologists and other knowledge seekers. It has never got over its traditions of metaphysics and pure reason inherited from scholastic school of Catholic age. Philosophy as theory of knowledge has essentially remained divorced from the process of acquisition, development and growth of knowledge. In the absence of any relationship with the real world of knowledge, various theories have flourished. Such theories are written for the benefit of academic philosophers by academic philosophers and concern no one else.

Various theories of knowledge and their key proponents can be listed as follows: Naïve Realism, Representative Realism (John Locke), Subjective Idealism (George Berkeley), Agnosticism (David Hume), Phenomenalism (Immanuel Kant), Objective Idealism (G. W. F. Hegel), Positivism (August Comte), Neo-Realism (Bertrand Russell), Critical Realism (R. W. Sellars), Intuitionism (Henri Bergson) and Pragmatism (William James).
 It is beyond the scope of this book to discuss any of the above theories in detail.

A distinguishing feature of modern theories of knowledge can be said to be subjectivism. The individual or person who is looking at things became all-important. 

“Modern philosophy, however, has retained, for the most part, an individualistic and subjective tendency. This is very marked in Descartes, who builds up all knowledge from the certainty of his own existence, and accepts clearness and distinctness (both subjective) as criteria of truth. It is not prominent in Spinoza, but reappears in Leibniz’s windowless monads. Locke, whose temperament is thoroughly objective, is forced reluctantly into the subjective doctrine that knowledge is of the agreement or disagreement of ideas – a view so repulsive to him that he escapes from it by violent inconsistencies. Berkeley, after abolishing matter, is only saved from complete subjectivism by a use of God which most subsequent philosophers have regarded as illegitimate. In Hume, the empiricist philosophy culminated in a skepticism which none could refute and none could accept. Kant and Fichte were subjective in temperament as well as in doctrine; Hegel saved himself by the influence of Spinoza. Rousseau and the romantic movement extended subjectivity from theory of knowledge to ethics and politics, and ended, logically, in complete anarchism such as that of Bakunin. This extreme of subjectivism is a form of madness.”
 

In a way, the subjectivism of modern western philosophy is in contrast, on one hand, with the Catholic scholastic philosopher’s search for objective truth and, on the other hand, with the basic nature of science. It is indeed striking that science, which has greatly influenced modern western philosophy, has not significantly influenced most of the theories of knowledge (except positivism and pragmatism) of modern philosophy.

Social and human behavioral sciences, like sociology, economics, education and psychology, have adopted positivism or pragmatism as their foundation philosophy. The reasons for this are not too far to seek. Both positivism and pragmatism reject metaphysics. Both claim to follow, what can be called as, scientific method or philosophy of science. In a way, positivism and pragmatism are attempts by modern western philosophers to understand and adopt the methodology of science. Historically, they offered psychologists and others connected with human beings a way to upgrade their discipline to the level of science. Positivism and pragmatism, hence led to the birth of, what are now known as, behavioral and social sciences. 

August Comte (1798-1857) founder of positivism gathered a cult of followers of his new religion of science or “religion of humanity”. There have been many varieties of pragmatisms. Though pragmatism is predominantly an American philosophy, it has influenced thinkers and social scientists across the world. “In England, F.C.S. Schiller (1864-1937) preferred to call his variety of pragmatism ‘humanism’.”
 One wonders whether Comte’s “religion of humanity” shared some common beliefs with Schiller’s “humanism”. We shall look at positivism and pragmatism in some detail later in the chapter.

B. Theories of Reality

Western Philosophy’s theories of reality are a part of its metaphysics, which is inextricably linked to its epistemology or theory of knowledge. 

“Metaphysics is concerned with being, but also with non-being, with existence, but also with subsistence, with reality, but also with appearance.”
 

If that has not confused you sufficiently, try this:

“Perhaps the simplest way to describe metaphysics is to say that it is concerned with the ‘stuff out of which the world is made.’ What ultimate substances, or kinds of substance, if any exist, and what are their most ultimate characteristics? When investigation is focused on the kinds of being, it may be called ontological, and when attention is paid primarily to the ultimate characteristics of being, it is often called cosmological.”
 

This is typically the type of stuff that has driven people away from philosophy. Each theory of metaphysics holds one extreme position or the other. Metaphysical theories are called theories of reality, while the irony is that none of the theories has anything to do with reality; each theory takes an extreme position based on one’s speculations. Let us take a very quick look at the theories.

“Spiritualism holds that only spirit exists. Materialism claims that only matter exists. Emanationism pictures matter as dependent upon spirit for its existence, whereas spirit does not depend upon matter. Emergentism claims that spirit depends upon matter for its existence, but that matter does not depend upon spirit. For organicism, spirit and matter both exist, but interdependently.”
 

The paradigm of metaphysics in modern western philosophy was defined by Descartes. “According to Rene Descartes (1596-1650), who, possibly more than any other man, set the course of modern metaphysics, the universe is composed of two distinct kinds of substance, namely, mental or spiritual substance and material substance, or more simply, spirit and matter.”
 

One might care to ask the basis for creation of this division between mind and body or spirit and matter. “Descartes’ dualistic metaphysics grows naturally out of a distinction between mind and body which we all find necessary to make. It is ‘favored by the grammatical structure of our language.’ The terms mind and body occur in our language, in fact in all languages, because they represent something different.”
 

The argument is akin to saying that water and ice are different because language has two different words for water and ice. If this logic of basing arguments on language does not sound ridiculous to you, Descartes goes a step further in his speculations when dwelling on the subject of interaction between spirit and body. “But where does interaction take place? Not throughout the body, but only in some specialized place, namely in the pineal gland. ‘Let us then conceive here that the soul has its principal seat in the little gland which exists in the middle of the brain, from whence it radiates forth through all the remainder of the body ….’”
 

No one has ever accepted the baseless pineal-gland-theory propounded by Descartes. Yet, the dualism of Descartes has been the basis of all metaphysical theories in modern Western philosophy. Rejection of Descartes’ dualistic paradigm has been attempted by positivists and pragmatists, who reject metaphysics completely.

Metaphysical dualism of Descartes (and modern western philosophy) must not be confused with Indian philosophy’s dualism based on a perception of human beings in the universe. It is necessary to note that the speculation model of Western philosophy is entirely different from perception-based Indian philosophy. Historically, epistemology and metaphysics were two legs of Western philosophy. Many philosophers of past century, even in Europe and America, reject both; epistemology is replaced by methodology or method of enquiry, while metaphysics remains only a subject of historical interest.

C. Ethics and Moral Philosophy

Greek philosophers considered themselves duty bound to guide fellow human beings to lead a virtuous or good or proper life. After the rise of organized religions, this was no longer a responsibility of philosophers; religion, theology and clergy considered it their duty and right. Western philosophy, till modern times, was not concerned with any moral issues. Each and every question about moral dilemma was supposed to have been answered, adequately and sufficiently, in Bible (or Koran) and any attempt to answer the same, independent of the Holy Book, would have been nothing short of blasphemy. 

In modern times, hold of Church has reduced considerably and it is no longer blasphemy to seek answers for fundamental Weltanschauung concerns of man outside the Bible. On the other hand, even today in many Muslim countries, for a Muslim it may be blasphemy punishable by death to seek answers outside Koran. Islam has very clear instructions on every aspect of a person’s life including marriage, divorce, birth, care of children, property matters, wills, gifts, etc. If in doubt, a Muslim has only to look at a similar instance in the life of the Prophet or in the Prophet’s family or companion or successor. At times one may take the help of scholars who have better knowledge of Koran and Prophet’s life; but under no circumstances are scholars allowed to develop or apply any first principles other than the ones contained in Koran, Hadis and Sunna. Scholars may use ijma (consensus) and kiyas (analogical deductions), to the extent permitted by their respective schools of jurisprudence, to interpret shariat (the totality of Allah’s commandments). 

The diktats of Bible are not as clear, detailed and explicit as shariat. Jesus did not marry and had no property. So following Jesus (or his family) in day-to-day matters is not possible. Christian or Catholic law, unlike Muslim law, has no relation with divine revelation; it is in fact based entirely on Roman law. Such secular origins did not make Catholic law any less demanding or more tolerant than Muslim law. Catholic Church considered itself exclusive holder of the magic wand of divinity; bestowing divine authority where Bible had failed or omitted to do. Any thinker or philosopher acting on the basis of cosmic realities was considered to be a challenge to Church. It was only in the past few centuries that Western world has been able to slowly get out of the cast-iron shell of Catholic Church.

Christian principles, though not derived from Bible or Jesus, were believed to have divine sanction and were supposed to please God and were said to ensure a seat in heaven for the believer. After Renaissance, with the decline of authority of Church, the absence of divine sanctions and a comforting heaven brought about a sea change in attitudes. This forced philosophers to seek moral principles that could form the basis for ethics and laws. Epistemology and metaphysics, developed till then, could hardly provide sufficient basis for development of such principles. Almost all schools of philosophy tried to develop their own variety of ethics and moral philosophy based on their general philosophical outlook; but the connection seems tenuous. In general, the theories of moral philosophy can be classified as follows:

a) Utilitarianism and variants – Utilitarianism is founded on pleasure principle, which was earlier propounded in a different way by Epicureanism and Hedonism. “Jeremy Bentham maintained that what is good is pleasure or happiness – he used these words as synonyms – and what is bad is pain. Therefore one state of affairs is better than another if it involves a greater balance of pleasure over pain, or a smaller balance of pain over pleasure. Of all possible states of affairs, that one is best which involves the greatest balance of pleasure over pain.”

“Bentham advanced various arguments in favour of the view that that the general happiness is the summum bonum. Some of these arguments were acute criticisms of other ethical theories. In his treatise on political sophisms he says, in language which seems to anticipate Marx, that sentimental and ascetic moralities serve the interests of the governing class, and are the product of an aristocratic regime. Those who teach the morality of sacrifice, he continues, are not victims of error: they want others to sacrifice to them. The moral order results from equilibrium of interests.”
 

“There is an obvious lacuna in Bentham’s system. If every man always pursues his own pleasure, how are we to secure that the legislator shall pursue the pleasure of mankind in general?”
 

“John Stuart Mill, in his Utilitarianism, offers an argument which is so fallacious that it is hard to understand how he can have thought it valid. HE says: Pleasure is the only thing desired; therefore pleasure is the only thing desirable. He argues that the only things visible are things seen, the only things audible are things heard, and similarly the only things desirable are things desired. He does not notice that a thing is ‘visible’ if it can be seen, but ‘desirable’ if it ought to be desired. Thus ‘desirable’ is a word presupposing an ethical theory; we cannot infer what is desirable from what is desired.

Again: if each man in fact and inevitably pursues his own pleasure, there is no point in saying that he ought to do something else. Kant urged that ‘you ought’ implies ‘you can’; conversely, if you cannot, it is futile to say you ought. If each man must always pursue his own pleasure, ethics is reduced to prudence: you may do well to further the interests of others in the hope that they in turn will further yours. Similarly in politics all co-operation is a matter of log-rolling. From the premisses of the utilitarians no other conclusion is validly deducible.”
 

Utilitarianism may be criticized as being naïve and over-simplistic to the point of being fallacious. Yet, it influenced British legal system very deeply. Bentham, born in 1748, was followed by his disciple James Stuart Mill whose son John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) carried the tradition further. “Throughout the middle portion of the nineteenth century, the influence of the Benthamites on British legislation and policy was astonishingly great, considering their complete absence of emotional appeal.”
 

“Their system gave birth to two others, of more importance than itself, namely Darwinism and Socialism.”
 It may be said that utilitarianism was a transitional school, though due to its simplicity it continues to appeal to jurists and lawmakers. Incidentally, utilitarianism is the only ethical system that is taught, even today, as part of the course on jurisprudence, to law students in India.

b) Naturalism and derivatives – Darwin’s Origin of Species was published in 1859. Its political implications were not at first perceived. Naturalists, influenced by Darwin’s theory of evolution, advocated a morality based on “survival of the fittest”. “Darwinian competition was not of this (implying free competition of the orthodox type regulated and controlled by the state) limited sort; there were no rules against hitting below the belt. The framework of law did not exist among animals, nor is war excluded as a competitive method.”
 

Darwinism influenced in a significant way the course of Western civilization. Imperialism (and colonialism) was justified using versions of this theory. In its extreme form Naturalism resembles Nietzsche’s philosophy, which criticized all morals and argued for a code of conduct based on power.

c) Derived from Abstract Philosophical Principles – Kant’s ethical system is a typical example of a moral philosophy based on abstract philosophical principles. “Kant’s ethical system, as set forth in his Metaphysics of Morals (1785), has considerable historical importance. This book contains the ‘categorical imperative,’ which at least as a phrase, is familiar outside the circle of professional philosophers. As might be expected, Kant will have nothing to do with utilitarianism, or with any doctrine which gives to morality a purpose outside itself. He wants, he says, ‘a completely isolated metaphysic of morals, which is not mixed with any theology or physics or hyperphysics.’ All moral concepts, he continues, have their seat and origin wholly a priori in the reason.”
 

Kant influenced Hegel who in turn influenced Marx. Lenin and Stalin were avowed Marxists. It will require one to undertake many intellectual jumps, bumps and somersaults to travel from Kant’s idealism to Stalin’s concentration camps. Within Kant’s works there is so much that one is just forced to presume; each presumption is more brilliant than the previous one. For example, in his General Natural History and Theory of Heavens (1755) he sets forth a possible origin of the solar system and advances a doctrine that all planets are inhabited, and that the most distant planets have the best inhabitants. 

Almost all ethical systems based on abstract philosophical concepts seem to be impressive and beautiful to some if not to everybody; but they depend on their author’s ingenuity.

d) Romantic Movement – Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) is called as the father of Romantic Movement. Darwinists looked at nature and longed to become animals that fight amongst themselves. Romantics had no use for hard realities. They lived in a world of feelings using their hearts and hated use of heads. Utilitarians valued pleasure and happiness; romantics valued beauty.

“The romantics did not aim at peace and quiet, but at vigorous and passionate individual life. They had no sympathy with industrialism because it was ugly, because money-grubbing seemed to them unworthy of an immortal soul, and because the growth of modern economic organizations interfered with individual liberty. … The romantic movement is characterized, as a whole, by the substitution of aesthetic for utilitarian standards. The earth-worm is useful, but not beautiful; the tiger is beautiful, but not useful. Darwin (who was not a romantic) praised the earth-worm; Blake praised the tiger. The morals of the romantics have primarily aesthetic motives.” 

Romantics have influenced and continue to influence art, literature and aesthetics of modern times. Many of today’s wildlife and green movements are Romantic Movements that are inspired by the beauty of nature rather than by any ecological considerations.

It is interesting to read Voltaire’s comments (1755) on an essay by Rousseau. “I have received your new book against the human race, and thank you for it. Never was such cleverness used in the design of making us all stupid. One longs in reading your book, to walk on all fours. But as I have lost that habit for more than sixty years, I feel unhappily the impossibility of resuming it.”

Rousseau’s greatest influence on modern times was through his famous book The Social Contract (1762), which was a work of social and political philosophy. “This book is very different in character from most of his writing; it contains little sentimentality and much close intellectual reasoning.”
 The connection of social contract theory with Romantic Movement is at best marginal.

e) Existentialism – Existentialism proper is a movement of the 1940's and 1950's, literary and artistic as well as philosophical, with Sartre himself as probably the most famous representative.

According to the Christian view, when God thought about creating the world, he conceived it first -- he had in mind what the world was going to be and what human nature was going to be. These were the "essences" of the world and of humanity, the things that will make them what they are. Then God created everything and gave existence to the essences. Thus, to God, "essence precedes existence." Now, Sartre did not believe in God, so there was no place for the essence of humanity to be before human existence. To existentialists, existence comes first; the essence comes later. 

The most important thing for Sartre is not so much the distinction between essence and existence but the absence of God. For Existentialists like Sartre, the absence of God has a much larger significance than the metaphysics of creation: Without God there is no purpose, no value, and no meaning in the world. That is the foundational proposition for Existentialism. A world without purpose, value, or meaning is literally senseless, worthless, meaningless, empty, and hopeless. It is, to use a favorite Existentialist term, absurd.

To be without value and meaning is also to be without standards for behavior. A favorite quote in that respect is from Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821-1881), a novelist who himself was a Christian but who has characters that often display what later will seem to be Existentialist attitudes and ideas. One of those characters (in Crime and Punishment, 1866) says, "Without God, all is permitted." Indeed, if the loss of God means the loss of all meaning and value, then actions are without meaning or value either, and one cannot say that it matters whether actions are "right" or "wrong," since those words, or the corresponding actions, don't mean anything more than anything else.

Albert Camus (1913-1960), another great French Existentialist, portrays the starkness and hopelessness of this problem in his essays, novels and short stories.

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) is another conspicuous Existentialist figure. Both Sartre and Heidegger were disciples of the founder of Phenomenology, Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), and Sartre himself, somewhat younger, was then influenced by Heidegger. The enduring, embarrassing detail about Heidegger, however, is that he enthusiastically joined the Nazi Party. Sartre had drifted towards Marxism in his later years. Some scholars are of the view that Nazism followed much more coherently from Heidegger's thought than Marxism ever did from Sartre's. That is because, as a true Existentialist, Heidegger did not impose any timeless moral judgments, let alone liberal or democratic ones, on history. Instead, events were supposed to disclose, violently, a new "uncovering" of Being, which would overthrow previous views about justice and order. This is no less than what Hitler was doing. 

Although the classic forms of Existentialism are characteristic of post-World War II philosophy, literature, and art, there were real Existentialists-before-their-time. The most important was certainly Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900). His denial of God, even of good and evil, is accompanied by the creation of a replacement for God – the Übermensch. This was originally translated "Superman" since the Latin super means "over," as does German über. In the 30's, however, a comic strip was started about "Superman," who could leap tall buildings in a single bound, etc. This made philosophers and intellectuals uncomfortable, so later translators of Nietzsche, like the Existentialist Karl Jaspers (1883-1969), started translating Übermensch as "Overman." This does not, however, have nearly the same punch or ring to it. 

The Superman is free because all his own values flow from his own will. This is the second thing that makes Nietzsche an Existentialist-before-his-time. Value is a matter of decision, a matter of will. Because the Superman is free, he takes what he wants and does what he likes. He is authentic. And since what everyone really wants, if they could have their way, is power, the Superman will seize power without remorse, regret, or apology. The Superman, indeed, is like the Sophist Thrasymachus in Plato's Republic: Justice is what he wants, and he will take it. The "slave morality" of altruism and self-denial, which the weak, miserable, crippled, envious, and resentful have formulated into Judeo-Christian ethics, in an attempt to deceive the strong into being weak like themselves, is contemptuously rejected and ignored by the Superman, in whom we find the triumphant "will to power”. Nietzsche is supposed to have inspired Adolf Hitler. His influence is clearly discernible on popular novelist Ayn Rand and much of modern American moral and ethical norms.

Sartre, Camus and Nietzsche were atheists, but atheism is not an essential condition for existentialism. Theist existentialists predate the atheists. The most well known theistic Existentialist is Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855). Kierkegaard is an Existentialist because he accepts, as fully as Sartre or Camus, the absurdity of the world. But he does not begin with the postulate of the non-existence of God, but with the principle that nothing in the world, nothing available to sense or reason, provides any knowledge or reason to believe in God. After all, if the world is absurd, and everything we do is absurd anyway, why not do the most absurd thing imaginable? And what could be more absurd than to believe in God? So why not? The atheists don't have any reason to believe in anything else, or really even to disbelieve in that, so we may as well go for it!

Some Indian existentialists have remarked that Gautam (Buddha), the young prince, getting restless and leaving home in search of truth or Arjun asking Krishn about the futility of war and life in battlefield are classic examples of existentialist concerns. This may be true but as a philosophical movement existentialism has taken a course that is very different from the course taken by Gautam Buddha or the one preached by Krishn in Shrimad Bhagwad Gita. Existentialism in Western Philosophy initially took a nihilistic course, but subsequently followers went in different streams. Some went towards Marxism, others towards capitalism; some became fascists, while others remained committed to democracy. Some existentialists treated women as second-class human beings while Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) was a well-known feminist. It will not be an exaggeration to say that existentialism became, what it accused the world to be – absurd and meaningless.
Socialism, communism and dialectical materialism have not been included in the above listing of theories of moral philosophy. I believe that these ideologies propound social and political changes, but do not advocate a moral system. A discussion of these will be taken up later under Social and Political Philosophies.

If we take a quick look at the theories of morality in Western philosophy, we find that utilitarianism treats man as an animal in pursuit of happiness; naturalism emphasizes power struggle among human beings; categorical imperatives talk of duty based on abstract principles; romantics look at beauty and forget everything else; and existentialists express concerns for which they offer no solutions. Each theory of moral philosophy seems to be treating a human being as a one-dimensional creature ignoring all other dimensions. None of the theories is completely false. Man seeks happiness; he engages in power struggles; he fulfills duties; he enjoys beauty, romance and passion; and he does often wonder about the purpose behind all the games that he plays. It seems that Western philosophers have looked at various parts of man, one at a time, while ignoring the total picture. 

In addition to a non-holistic vision, an important common feature of all theories of morality in Western philosophy is the non-dependence on God. Church sanctioned moralities depended solely on divine authority. Either as a reaction to theology or forced by the compulsion to stand apart, philosophers invented theories that more often than not denied the existence of God. Even for theistic philosophers, the existence of God did not form a basic feature of their morality.

This has also to do with the basic concept of Western philosophy as speculation. God or any divine authority was a matter of revelation that no ordinary mortal could claim to be blessed with, without inviting charges of blasphemy. Hence, philosophers were forced to shun anything that might step on divine rights. On the other hand, in Hinduism, right to revelation is not institutionalized; anyone and everyone may claim to be a Son of God; in fact everyone is an incarnation of God; and divine matters are not subject to revelation but are supposed to be within the powers of perception of anyone who tries. A Hindu thinker is permitted to offer his own conception of God without depending on any earlier authority. In a way, some medieval bhakti-margis (those who believe in devotion as a way to salvation) invented their own conception of God as a friend and beloved. This sort of invention, beyond the Bible and the Church, would have been unimaginable in the Christian world. The conception of God in Western Philosophy, even in the post-reformation age, could not hence evolve and mature with time. Philosophers kept away from God and left the field solely to theologians and clergy. 

D. Social and Political Philosophy

The rise of social and political thinking as a branch of philosophy is a recent phenomenon in Western world. Greek thinkers did dwell on the ideal system of governance and on social structures. Their influence on socio-political realities of the times was very limited. In the centuries that followed, Islam and Christianity provided ideological frameworks for two political movements that between them covered more than half the world. 

Islam, even during Prophet’s time, had political overtones. Prophet led his believers in war and guided them on matters of governance. After the Prophet’s death Islamic world was controlled by Caliph. The institution of Caliph was a political-cum-religious position and there were fights to acquire the position. For centuries Islam was synonymous with Arab nationalism and, as some might accuse it to be, Arab imperialism. 

Christianity did not begin as a political movement. It took more than three centuries for Church to emerge in an organized form. Over the course of next one thousand years, Church grew in power. Social and political philosophy of Church was rooted in Roman laws. The Church’s desire to sustain, strengthen and empower its institutional framework overshadowed the ideal of love propounded by Jesus. Power has its own dynamics and morality – nothing illustrates this better than the working of Catholic Church through much of its history. Some modern thinkers have portrayed Jesus as a revolutionary who revolted against the established well-entrenched ruling classes of the time and chose to go up on the cross to raise the consciousness of people. Catholic Church displayed none of the revolutionary zeal of Jesus. It compromised with the ruling elite and if it fought the rulers it was only to gain power for itself and not for any revolutionary ideals. 

Feudalism and monarchy flourished in Europe with active support and blessings of the Church in Dark Ages as well as in the Catholic Age. Catholic Church controlled education and thoughts of the period. The following beliefs were the foundation of the social and political philosophy of that time:

a) Man’s duty to God is more imperative than his duty to State.

b) Church as the sole conduit by which God’s scheme was revealed to human beings. In other words, all knowledge was dependent on divine revelation as revealed to Church.

c) Power of church to decide the future life of human beings. It was believed that the Church had the keys to heaven (and surely hell too). 

d) Divine authority of Kings to rule

Development of social and political philosophy in Europe was a reaction to the above beliefs. Voltaire’s rationalism and Rousseau’s naturalism led the fight against ecclesiastical tyranny and laid the foundations on which modern political philosophies could be built. But much before Voltaire and Rousseau, the decline in the belief of divinity of Kings as well as of Church was signaled by Niccolò Machiavelli (1467-1527) – a product of Italian Renaissance. 

“It is to be noted that Machiavelli never bases any political argument on Christian or biblical grounds. Medieval writers had a conception of ‘legitimate’ power, which was that of the Pope and the Emperor, or derived from them. Northern writers, even so late as Locke, argue as to what happened in the Garden of Eden, and think that they can thence derive proofs that certain kinds of power are ‘legitimate’. In Machiavelli there is no such conception. Power is for those who have the skill to seize it in a free competition.”
 

Machiavelli’s most famous work, The Prince, was written in 1513 and was dedicated to “Lorenzo The Magnificent, Son of Piero Di Medici”. His longer work, Discourses, is markedly more republican and more liberal. 

The Prince is very explicit in repudiating received morality where the conduct of rulers is concerned. Chapter XVIII of The Prince is titled “In What Way Princes Must Keep Faith”. Never before in European history had anyone advised rulers to be faithless and immoral. 

“A prince thus obliged to know well how to act as a beast must imitate the fox and the lion, for the lion cannot protect himself from the traps, and the fox cannot defend himself from the wolves. One must therefore be a fox to recognise traps, and a lion to frighten wolves. Those that wish to be only lions do not understand this. Therefore, a prudent ruler ought not to keep faith when by doing so would be against his interest, and when the reasons which made him bind himself no longer exist.”
 

“Thus it is well to seem merciful, faithful, humane, sincere, religious, and also to be so; but you must have the mind so disposed that when it is needful to be otherwise you may be able to change to the opposite qualities. And it must be understood that a prince, especially a new prince, cannot observe all those things which are considered good in men, being often obliged, in order to maintain the state, to act against faith, against charity, against humanity, and against religion. And, therefore, he must have a mind disposed to adapt itself according to the wind, and as the variations of fortune dictate, and, as I said before, not deviate from what is good, if possible, but be able to do evil if constrained.”
 

Rejection of faith and a naked pursuit of power was not the only contribution of Machiavelli. In Discourses, he talks repeatedly of “liberty” and sets forth the principle of checks and balances. Both were not new doctrines; they were present in the political thought of Greeks and Romans. “The love of ‘liberty’, and the theory of checks and balances, came to the Renaissance from antiquity, and to modern times largely from the Renaissance, though also directly from antiquity. This aspect of Machiavelli is at least as important as the more famous ‘immoral’ doctrines of The Prince.”
 

Machiavelli reflected the cynicism of Renaissance Italy. To understand him, it is necessary to have an idea of the political and ecclesiastical situation in Italy at the time of Renaissance. 

“The game of power politics in Italy was unbelievably complex. The minor princes, mostly self-made tyrants, allied themselves now with one of the larger states, now with another; if they played the game unwisely, they were exterminated. There were constant wars, but until the coming of the French in 1494 they were almost bloodless: the soldiers were mercenaries, who were anxious to minimize their vocational risks. These purely Italian wars did not interfere much with trade, or prevent the country from increasing its wealth. There was much statecraft, but no wise statesmanship; when the French came, the country found itself practically defenceless. French troops shocked the Italians by actually killing people in battle. The wars between French and Spaniards which ensued were serious wars, bringing suffering and impoverishment. But the Italian states went on intriguing against each other, invoking the aid of France or Spain in their internal quarrels, without any feeling for national unity. In the end, all were ruined.”

“The attitude of Renaissance scholars to the Church is difficult to characterize simply. Some were avowed free-thinkers, though even these usually received extreme unction, making peace with the Church when they felt death approaching. Most of them were impressed by the wickedness of contemporary popes, but were nevertheless glad to be employed by them. Guicciardini the historian wrote in 1529:

‘No man is more disgusted than I am with the ambition, the avarice, and the profligacy of the priests, not only because each of these vices is hateful in itself, but because each and all of them are most unbecoming in those who declare themselves to be men in special relations with God, and also because they are vices so opposed to one another, that they can only co-exist in very singular natures. Nevertheless, my position at the Court of several popes forced me to desire their greatness, for the sake of my own interest. But, had it not been for this, I should have loved Martin Luther as myself, not in order to free myself from the laws which Christianity, as generally understood and explained, lays upon us, but in order to see this swarm of scoundrels put back into their proper place, so that they may be forced to live either without vices or without power.’{Quoted from Burckhardt, Renaissance in Italy, part iv, chap. ii)}” 
 

On one hand Machiavelli saw the wickedness of ruling classes and Church; on the other hand he saw intellectuals ready to prostrate and sell their mind for silver. Naturally, he treats princes, aristocrats, nobles, priests and wise men with no awe or respect; he considers them as immoral to the core and prescribes no morality for them; they are to be kept in control by system of checks and balances. He has more faith in common people and wants liberty for them. 

Machiavelli is remembered more for his ‘immoral’ philosophy than for his views on liberty or checks and balances, though for centuries after him, these two have been primary concerns of most political thinkers. Reformation and Counter Reformation, that represented the rebellion of less civilized nations against the intellectual domination of Italy, were avowedly pro-liberty. “The three great men of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation are Luther, Calvin and Loyola. Their theology was such as to diminish the power of the Church. They abolished purgatory, from which the souls of the dead could be delivered by the masses. They rejected the doctrine of Indulgences, upon which a large part of the papal revenue depended. By the doctrine of predestination, the fate of the soul after death was made wholly independent of the actions of the priests. These innovations, while they helped in the struggle with the Pope, prevented the Protestant Churches from becoming as powerful in Protestant countries as the Catholic Church was in Catholic countries. Protestant divines were (at least at first) just as bigoted as Catholic theologians, but they had less power, and were therefore less able to do harm.”
 

The Reformation (which was essentially German) and Counter-Reformation (Spanish) did not bring about liberty. There were attempts to resolve theological questions in the battlefield. ‘The Thirty Years’ War persuaded everybody that neither Protestants nor Christians could be completely victorious; it became necessary to abandon the medieval hope of doctrinal unity, and this increased men’s freedom to think about themselves. The diversity of creeds in different countries made it possible to escape persecution by living abroad. The wars also led to disgust with theology. This disgust made it possible for the liberals to advocate religious tolerance. But the process took more than a century. René Descartes (1596-1650), called by some as father of Modern Philosophy, had enlisted in the Bavarian Army (1619) during the Thirty Years’ War. Descartes is known more for his mathematics and for his original style of philosophy. He was no liberal and had no social / political philosophy, though he lived for twenty years (1629-49) in Holland, which was protestant and had a liberal attitude.

Liberalism started developing around the end of seventeenth century in England and Holland. Early liberalism had certain well-marked characteristics. It stood for religious toleration; it regarded the wars of religion as silly. It valued commerce and industry, and favored the rising middle class rather than the monarchy and the aristocracy. The distinctive character of the whole movement can be said to be, in a certain wide sense, individualism. Two essential facets of individualism, as understood by early liberals, can be summed up as follows:

a) All men are born equal and their subsequent inequality is a product of circumstances. The belief in equality was not wholly explicit and was tempered by property rights (almost all liberals strongly believed in property rights). Circumstances were meant to include education and hence liberals put a strong emphasis on the importance of good education.

b) Man as individual rather than as member of a community – this meant that a man’s actions and thoughts could be understood, analyzed and judged independent of the society that he belonged to. Early Christianity, before it acquired the control of State, believed in such a view of individual. But in Middle Ages, only a few Christian mystics kept such an outlook, which was exceptional; almost everybody including philosophers were of the opinion that good and bad were not to be determined by solitary thought but by collective wisdom of social institutions like Councils of Church.

The first breach of this system was Protestantism, which said that General Councils may err. To determine the truth was no longer a social enterprise carried out in the assembly of bishops but an individual activity. The result was strife that was sought to be resolved through wars. When it became obvious that wars could never be conclusive, thinkers were forced to consider mutual tolerance and to give up the ideal of a common doctrine. Liberalism hence became the voice of tolerance.

Descartes’ fundamental certainty “Cogito Ergo Sum” (I think therefore I am) made the basis of knowledge different for each person. Each person’s own existence and experience became the starting point of his knowledge. This individualism has been the foundation of liberalism and also of modern western philosophy.

Early Liberalism spawned many offshoots. Ironically some offshoots appear to be almost diametrically opposite to the basic ideals of liberalism.

Individualism in politics and economics had great influence in molding of the political and economic structure of United States of America. Democracy, system of checks and balances between executive and legislature, individual liberty, personal privacy, individual rights – all these concepts are a result of the thoughts of liberal philosophers like John Locke (1632 – 1704), Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712 – 1778), and Francois Marie Arouet Voltaire (1694 – 1778). Voltaire’s work was primarily related to fighting the ecclesiastical tyranny of his time. Voltaire represented the enlightenment of France and is credited with transmitting Locke’s influence to France. Voltaire was a rationalist. In his own words, “Politics is not in my line: I have always confined myself to doing my little best to make men less foolish and more honorable.” Voltaire was strongly in favor of Liberty and expressed reservations about equality, “Those who say that all men are equal speak the greatest truth if they mean that all men have an equal right to liberty, to the possession of their goods, and to the protection of the laws.” He adds, “Equality is at once the most natural and the most chimerical thing in the world: natural when it is limited to rights, unnatural when it attempts to level goods and powers.” This view of equality finds favour in most parts of the world today. Voltaire prefers liberty to equality and is explicit about it. 

The call for liberty was made very forcefully by Rousseau in the opening lines of his famous book Social Contract, “Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains. One man thinks himself the master of others, but remains more of a slave than they are.” With some differences, Locke, Hobbes (1588 – 1679) and Rousseau have presented their versions of the theory of Social Contract. Locke was an empiricist; Hobbes was a royalist; and Rousseau was a romantic naturalist. The common point of their theories is the existence of a pre-society ‘free’ and ‘natural’ state of human beings when they got into a contract to form a society; the process of contract formation involving giving up some rights of the free state. It is beyond the scope of this book to discuss at any length different shades of the Social Contract Theory. We can only say briefly that the theory has been accepted widely and has been used to justify almost all forms of Government – democratic, fascist, monarchy. The theory has been used to justify rebellions as well as to rationalize the worst forms of state oppression. 

Social Contract Theory is based on dualism between individuals on one hand and society or state on the other hand. The theory presupposes the existence of individuals as independent of society at some point of time, at least notionally if not in reality. It leads to an option to an individual singly or collectively to annul the social contract. This option to annul is logical conclusion of social contract theory, but has not been accepted in any society. Even in United States of America where the national fabric is relatively new and the Constitution represents a social contract, no citizen or class of citizens has a right to secede. Social Contract Theory is an offshoot of the individualism that emerged after the collapse of ecclesiastical order. Though it intended to explain the nature of society, it became an ideology that created a schism between society and individual. 

Individualism and liberalism were the main driving philosophies of French Revolution. Voltaire’s demolition of ecclesiastical tyranny and Rousseau’s rhetorical writings found logical culmination in a revolution whose values were Justice, Equality, Liberty and Fraternity. The revolution failed to deliver the desired results. The product of the revolution was Napoleon who led to devastation in almost the whole of Europe. Leaders of post-revolution France were petty minded, driven by their own mindless ambition, and had no vision. They were a menace to not just neighboring countries but also to France herself. The lofty ideals of democracy as propounded by Locke and Rousseau failed at their first brush with reality.

If democracy has survived, the credit must go to the founder of first modern university. Germany had been devastated by Napoleon. Democracy had been dubbed as a failed experiment. In such an atmosphere, Karl Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767 – 1835) set up University of Berlin the first university that had no ecclesiastical connections. He realized the limitation of the free-for-all-model of democracy. In his famous book The Limits of State Action, he proposed a new relationship between Universities and democratic institutions. Humboldt’s idea of university serving as guide and restraining force on institutions of governance has become the unwritten norm in almost all developed democracies. Humboldt made liberalism a practical reality. His concept of man is more complex than that of his predecessors. He moved beyond the romanticism of Rousseau. He accepted that there are some persons who are intellectually inclined; and there are others who are not so inclined; a society can grow and prosper only if it allows the former to guide and control key decisions of governance. The fine line between democracy and ochlocracy can be traced to Humboldt; in a democracy intellectual debate is used to decide all issues, while ochlocracy is brutish mob rule of majority.

Ochlocracy found a different name under fascism – an offshoot of early liberalism and social contract theory. Rule of majority with an unrestrained right to eliminate the minority, whether linguistic or religious or ideological, is a key feature of fascism. Most fascist dictators have been elected democratically. Philosophically fascism arose from the revolt against traditional systems. There has been a view that Byron, Schopenhauer, Rousseau and Nietzsche have been the philosophers of fascism. Nietzsche’s book, A Will to Power, was prescribed for every soldier’s pack during Hitler’s Third Reich. Some recent studies have however taken a different view of Nietzsche’s philosophy. Notwithstanding the debate about philosophers of fascism, there is no doubt that fascism in some form or the other continues to influence political thought in various parts of the world. Fascism treats society and state as an essential reality formed out of social contract at some pre-historical time; survival, growth and prosperity of society are necessary values and natural goals; and every individual interest or right can be sacrificed for the social good. Hitler used the argument for sending thousands of Jews to gas chambers. The same argument in a different form was also used by Stalin.

Marxism and fascism appear to be diametrically opposed, though both share many common points in their philosophy. Marx talked of dictatorship of the proletariat. Marx’s emphasis was on the word “proletariat” but in most communist countries only lip service was paid to the working class and the rulers became as dictatorial as in any fascist regime. 

Marx is credited with giving a scientific basis to socialism, which was a logical development of utilitarianism and liberalism. Early liberals had to only shed their love for property to become socialists. Marx propounded Dialectical Materialism, an application of Hegel’s stages of dialectics to socialism. “Marx’s philosophy of history is a blend of Hegel and British economics. Like Hegel, he thinks that the world develops according to a dialectical formula, but he totally disagrees with Hegel as to the motive force of this development. Hegel believed in a mystical entity called ‘Spirit,’ which causes human history to develop according to the stages of the dialectic as set forth in Hegel’s Logic. Why Spirit has to go through these stages is not clear? One is tempted to suppose that Spirit is trying to understand Hegel, and at each stage rashly objectifies what it has been reading. Marx’s dialectic has none of this quality except a certain inevitableness. For Marx, matter, not spirit, is the driving force. … the driving force is really man’s relation to matter, of which the most important part is his mode of production. In this way Marx’s materialism, in practice, become economics.”
 

To call Hegel’s stages of dialectics or Marxian dialectical materialism as scientific seems nothing less than an insult to the scientific method. Hegel was a metaphysician and his arguments are as baseless, if not ridiculous, as all metaphysics is inclined to be. Marx’s espousal of Hegel was intended to give an air of respectability to his theories in the Western academic world of nineteenth century. 

One may be justified in branding Marx as pseudo-scientific, but that is no reason to ignore the important role played by Marx in development of modern thought. Marx emphasized the economic character of man. For Marx, man is a part of the society; every society moves as per a historical pattern of thesis, antithesis and synthesis; individual person has no power to change the dialectical stages. Marx rejected religion as “opium of the masses.” The revolt against Church reached its pinnacle under Marx, who rejected not just the ecclesiastical tyranny but also religion as a whole. He portrayed man as a product of the social, economic and production processes. He was the first philosopher to take industrial revolution into account. Man, under Marx, is a cog in the machine, with no freedom, no free will and no rights or liberty. One can criticize Marx for his caricatured view of man but his view was no more or no less one-dimensional than the perspective of any of his predecessors.

The greatest contribution of Marx to modern thought is to introduce the economic aspect in the concept of man. He was the first thinker to acknowledge industrial revolution and developments in technology. He also heralded a study of history as a continuous flow with its own momentum and direction. His rejection of God was as complete as that of Nietzsche. Marx, Voltaire, Nietzsche and existentialist philosophers helped Western mind break free from the shackles of Church. Unfortunately, they offered no alternative to the God of Christianity or Islam. They believed that man could do well without God and arrogantly declared, “God is dead.” 

The concept of man as independent of God and as a self-sufficient creature, finding meaning within itself, seemed attractive initially but soon ran into trouble. Meaninglessness, alienation, loss of values, collapse of social systems, psychological trauma etc. led to social problems in almost all societies where Western philosophers exerted significant influence. This has led in recent times to revival of religion in many societies.

In the communist concept of man, another major lacunae related to motivational aspect. Since pre-historic times, man must work to meet basic needs of survival; in all societies there have been only a handful who did not have to work to eke out a living. A communist society eliminated the fear of unemployment and starvation from the minds of its population. This removed the primary motivation that has traditionally forced human beings to work hard. Absence of the traditional motivation led to drastic fall in efficiency. Soviet authorities used concentration camps and capital punishment to punish inefficiencies, but the problem was not solved. This was one of the major reasons for the collapse of USSR and the communist countries of Eastern Europe. History has proved that putting one’s faith in a philosophy that has a one-dimensional concept of man can lead to disaster. Man is a product of history and is influenced by historical movements but ignoring internal dynamics of man’s psychology is a blunder that history does not seem to pardon.

E. Philosophies based on Science

From eighteenth century onwards, science made rapid progress; philosophers had become largely irrelevant except in field of social and political philosophy. Speculation became a dirty word and was felt to be grossly inadequate for understanding of human mind. It was felt that understanding human life, mind and society could be a scientific activity of the same type as physics or chemistry. Attempts were made to understand the basic practices and methodology of science and apply the same to all living creatures including humans. Positivism and Pragmatism emerged out of such attempts. Our view of modern western philosophy will be incomplete without looking at these philosophies of nineteenth and twentieth century.

F1) Positivism and Post-positivism

According to logical positivism, there are only two sources of knowledge: logical reasoning and empirical experience. Logical knowledge includes mathematics, which is reducible to formal logic. Empirical knowledge includes physics, biology, psychology, etc. Experience is the only judge of scientific theories; however, logical positivists were aware that scientific knowledge does not exclusively rise from the experience: scientific theories are genuine hypotheses that go beyond the experience. 

According to positivists, a statement is meaningful if and only if it can be proved true or false, at least in principle, by means of the experience -- this assertion is called the verifiability principle. Metaphysical statements are thus forbidden: they are meaningless. Traditional philosophy is declared to be meaningless. The only role assigned to philosophy is the clarification of meaning of statements. 

In its broadest sense, positivism is a rejection of speculation and therefore of metaphysics. It is a position that holds that the goal of knowledge is simply to describe the phenomena that we experience. The purpose of science is simply to stick to what we can observe and measure. Knowledge of anything beyond that, a positivist would hold, is impossible. Positivists believed that psychology could only study what could be directly observed and measured. Since we can't directly observe emotions, thoughts, etc. (although we may be able to measure some of the physical and physiological accompaniments), these were not legitimate topics for a scientific psychology. B.F. Skinner argued that psychology needed to concentrate only on the positive and negative reinforcers of behavior in order to predict how people will behave -- everything else in between (like what the person is thinking) is irrelevant because it can't be measured.

Rejecting all that was immeasurable and overemphasis on experimentation and deductive logic led the positivists to develop a view of man that was as caricatured and one-dimensional as that of any Western philosopher in the past. Positive psychologists came to be known as rat-runners. Projecting behavior patterns from rats became so fashionable that human beings and rats started appearing to be distant cousins. Positivists ignored all cultural aspects of human behavior. Positivism made psychology irrelevant; there seems to be no way that one can evolve ethics or aesthetics or social and political ideology from experiments on rats. 

Post-positivists have tried to correct the follies of positivism to some degree. One of the most common forms of post-positivism is a philosophy called critical realism. Positivists were also realists. The difference is that the post-positivist critical realist recognizes that all observation is fallible and has error and that all theory is revisable. In other words, the critical realist is critical of our ability to know reality with certainty. Where the positivist believed that the goal of science was to uncover the truth, the post-positivist critical realist believes that the goal of science is to hold steadfastly to the goal of getting it right about reality, even though we can never achieve that goal! Because all measurement is fallible, the post-positivist emphasizes the importance of multiple measures and observations, each of which may possess different types of error. The post-positivist also believes that all observations are theory-laden and that scientists (and everyone else, for that matter) are inherently biased by their cultural experiences, worldviews, and so on. This is not cause to give up in despair, however. Just because I have my worldview based on my experiences and you have yours doesn't mean that we can't hope to translate from each other's experiences or understand each other. That is, post-positivism rejects the relativist idea of the incommensurability of different perspectives, the idea that we can never understand each other because we come from different experiences and cultures. Most post-positivists are constructivists who believe that we each construct our view of the world based on our perceptions of it. Because perception and observation is fallible, our constructions must be imperfect. Positivists believed that objectivity was a characteristic that resided in the individual scientist. Scientists are responsible for putting aside their biases and beliefs and seeing the world as it 'really' is. Post-positivists reject the idea that any individual can see the world perfectly as it really is. We are all biased and all of our observations are affected (theory-laden). Our best hope for achieving objectivity is to triangulate across multiple fallible perspectives! Thus, objectivity is not the characteristic of an individual; it is inherently a social phenomenon. It is what multiple individuals are trying to achieve when they criticize each other's work. We never achieve objectivity perfectly, but we can approach it. The best way for us to improve the objectivity of what we do is to do it within the context of a broader contentious community of truth-seekers (including other scientists) who criticize each other's work. The theories that survive such intense scrutiny are a bit like the species that survive in the evolutionary struggle. (This is sometimes called the natural selection theory of knowledge and holds that ideas have 'survival value' and that knowledge evolves through a process of variation, selection and retention). They have adaptive value and are probably as close as our species can come to being objective and understanding reality.

Post-positivism is a recent development and reflects a tolerant attitude that is otherwise generally missing in Western philosophy and thought. Its open attitudes deserve to be welcomed. Post-positivism will hopefully develop in the years to come, though critical realist approach alone is unlikely to be sufficient to induce western thinkers to move beyond their traditional one-dimensional view of man.

F2) Pragmatism

Esoteric world of western philosophy received a jolt with pragmatism – a philosophy that was not developed by academic philosophers but by psychologists and scientists. Pure reason and metaphysics had been thrown out by positivists, but it was pragmatists who took a step forward. Pragmatists declared consequences to be the key consideration for truth. “The characteristic idea of philosophical pragmatism is that efficacy in practical application - the issue of 'which works out most effectively' - somehow provides a standard for the determination of truth in the case of statements, rightness in the case of actions, and value in the case of appraisals.”
 
Seeds of pragmatism have been traced back to sceptics in Greece, to Kant’s stipulation of contingent belief, and also to Schopenhauer. Utilitarianism also makes judgement on the basis of consequences. Yet, the credit for development of pragmatism goes to Charles Sanders Peirce, a physicist. The doctrine became popular due to the writings of William James. His enormously influential works, A Will to Believe (1896) and Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking (New York, 1907) differed from the doctrine of Peirce who had developed his pragmatism in opposition to idealism. For Peirce, pragmatic effectiveness constitutes a quality control monitor of human cognition; his pragmatism was scientific and has been described by some as scientifically elitist.

“However, James changed (and - as Peirce himself saw it - ruined) Peircean pragmatism. For where Peirce saw in pragmatism a road to impersonal and objective standards, James gave it a personalized and subjectivized twist. With James, it was the personal (and potentially idiosyncratic) idea of efficacy and success held by particular people that provided the pragmatic crux, and not an abstracted community of ideally rational agents. For him, pragmatic efficacy and applicative success did not relate to an impersonalized community of scientists but to a diversified plurality of flesh-and-blood individuals.”
 
William James extended the doctrine of pragmatism to justify religious dogma. William James was a psychologist. He felt that the overall consequences of belief in religion were beneficial to mankind and such benefits were sufficient reason to accept the existence of God as truth.

“The Will to Believe argues that we are often compelled, in practice, to take decisions where no adequate theoretical grounds for a decision exist, for even to do nothing is still a decision. Religious matters, James says, come under this head; we have, he maintains, a right to adopt a believing attitude although ‘our merely logical intellect may not have been coerced.’ 
The moral duty of veracity, we are told, consists of two coequal precepts: ‘believe truth,’ and ‘shun error.’ The sceptic wrongly attends only to the second, and thus fails to believe various truths which a less cautious man will believe. If believing truth and avoiding error are of equal importance, I may do well, when presented with an alternative, to believe one of the possibilities at will, for then I have an even chance of believing truth, whereas I have none if I suspend judgement.”

The third key philosopher of pragmatism is John Dewey (1859 – 1952) who was an academic philosopher and an educationist. Dewey contributes two additional factors in pragmatism: the psychological, and the logical. Dewey extended pragmatism to education and greatly influenced it.

“Dewey's "instrumentalism" affirms that cognition consists in forging ideal tools or instruments with which to cope with a given situation. Like James, Dewey maintains that the mind is an instrument for realizing purposes. Ideas are teleological weapons of mind. Ideas are plastic and adaptable. They owe their stability to the vital functions which they serve.” 

Pragmatism has often been criticized as quintessentially American philosophy - a philosophical expression of the American go-getter spirit with its success-orientated ideology and a manifestation of a populist repugnance to the long-established ideological tendencies of European philosophy. Within pragmatism there have been two main streams. 
Pragmatism “can be seen either as a validation of objectively cogent standards or as a subverter of them. There is a pragmatism of the right, a Peircian or objective pragmatism of 'What works impersonally' - though proving efficient and effective for the realization of some appropriate purpose in an altogether person-indifferent way ('successful prediction', 'control over nature', 'efficacy in need fulfillment'). And there is a pragmatism of the left, a Jamesian or subjective pragmatism of 'What works for X' in proving efficient and effective for the realization of a particular person's (or group's) wishes and desires. The objective pragmatists stand in the tradition of Peirce and include F. P. Ramsey, C. I. Lewis, Rudolf Carnap; the subjective pragmatists stand in the tradition of William James and include F. C. S. Schiller and Richard Rorty. (John Dewey straddles the fence by going for an social interpersonalism that stops short of impersonalism.) Looking at James, Peirce saw subjective pragmatism as a corruption and degradation of the pragmatic enterprise”
  

The use of consequences as a criterion for truth has attracted severe criticism. The following criticism by Bertrand Russell is indicative.

“The difficulty of this theory, to my mind, lies in the severing of the relation between a belief and the fact or facts which would commonly be said to ‘verify’ it. Let us continue to consider the example of a general planning a battle. His reconnaissance planes report to him certain enemy preparations, and he, in consequence, makes certain counter-preparations. Common sense would say that the reports upon which he acts are ‘true’ if, in fact, the enemy have made the moves which they are said to have made, and that, in that case, the reports remain true even if the general subsequently loses the battle. This view is rejected by Dr. Dewey. He does not divide beliefs into ‘true’ and ‘false,’ but he still has two kinds of beliefs, which we will call ‘satisfactory’ if the general wins, and ‘unsatisfactory’ if he is defeated. Until the battle has taken place, he cannot tell what to think about the report of his scouts.” 

Russell further adds, “But this is not the end of our troubles. How am I to know the consequences of believing that I had coffee for breakfast? If I say ‘the consequences are such-and-such,’ this in turn will have to be tested by its consequences before I can know whether what I have said was a ‘good’ or a ‘bad’ statement. And even if this difficulty were overcome, how am I to judge which set of consequences is the more satisfactory? One decision as to whether I had coffee may fill me with contentment, the other with determination to further the war effort. Each of these may be considered good, but until I decide which is better I cannot tell whether I had coffee for breakfast. Surely this is absurd.” 

Pragmatists view the role of man in universe as central and any reference to consequences essentially relates to results from the viewpoint of one or more human beings. From the perspective of this book, the following points may be noted:

a) Pluralism – Generally speaking, pragmatists are pluralists. Will Durant quotes William James and says, “The cosmos is not a closed and harmonious system; it is a battleground of cross-currents and conflicting purposes; it shows itself, with a pathetic obviousness, as not a uni- but a multiverse. It is useless to say that this chaos in which we live and move is the result of one consistent will; it gives every sign of contradiction and division within itself. Perhaps the ancients were wiser than we, and polytheism may be truer than monotheism to the astonishing diversity of the world. Such polytheism ‘has always been the real religion of the common people, and is so still today.’ The people are right, and the philosophers are wrong. Monism is the natural disease of philosophers, who hunger and thirst not (as they think) for truth, but for unity. ‘The World is One!’ – the formula may become a sort of number-worship. ‘Three’ and ‘seven’ have, it is true, been reckoned as sacred numbers; but abstractly taken, why is ‘one’ more excellent than ‘forty-three,’ or than ‘two million and ten’?” 

b) Control over Nature – John Dewey was influenced by naturalism and based his philosophy on Darwin’s evolutionary theory. Dewey's approach understood thought genetically, as the product of the interaction between organism and environment, and knowledge as having practical instrumentality in the guidance and control of that interaction. Thus Dewey adopted the term "instrumentalism" as a descriptive appellation for his new approach. 

Instrumentality in the guidance and control of nature can be said to be a key characteristic of not just instrumentalism but of all versions of pragmatism. In fact, this is a feature of American attitude that in most other parts of the world is considered plainly arrogant. 

“Dr. Dewey’s world, it seems to me, is one in which human beings occupy the imagination; the cosmos of astronomy, though of course acknowledged to exist, is at most times ignored. His philosophy is a power philosophy, though not, like Nietzsche’s, a philosophy of individual power; it is the power of the community that is felt to be valuable. It is this element of social power that seems to me to make the philosophy of instrumentalism attractive to those who are more impressed by our new control over natural forces than by the limitations to which that control is still subject.
The attitude of man towards the non-human environment has differed profoundly at different times. The Greeks, with their dread of hubris and their belief in a Necessity or Fate superior to even Zeus, carefully avoided what would have seemed to them insolence towards the universe. The Middle Ages carried submission much further: humility towards God was a Christian’s first duty. Initiative was cramped by this attitude, and great originality was scarcely possible. The Renaissance restored human pride, but carried it to the point where it led to anarchy and disaster. Its work was largely undone by the Reformation and the Counter-reformation. But modern technique, while not altogether favourable to the lordly individual of the Renaissance, has revived the sense of the collective power of human communities. Man formerly too humble, begins to think of himself as almost a God.” 

Pragmatism (and instrumentalism) has greatly influenced American philosophy, education, psychology and popular thought for over a century. But its influence in other parts of the world, including Europe, has been rather limited. In the past decade United States of America has emerged as the only superpower in world, but the reaction to Americanism has grown in almost every part of the world (possibly even within USA). Control of nature was a value for Americans a century ago and meant exploitation of nature for personal gain and even greed. It is being increasingly realized that American values and consumerist habits can only lead to unmitigated disaster for the planet as a whole. Sustainability and environment-friendly approach are the new buzzwords. There is growing realization of the limitations of man’s thinking of himself as God.

F. Emerging Paradigms

“I came to philosophy in my mid-twenties because I had questions to which I wanted answers, rather than in the late teens because it seemed like a good profession to enter upon. Thus I avoided the overkill typical of the majority of academic philosophy programs: brainwashing with complex theories from the history of thought which largely fail to relate to anything meaningful in the student’s experience.” 
 (Emphasis added)

The problem, of philosophy failing to relate to anything meaningful, has made philosophy departments shrink in all European and American universities in the past century. Academic philosophy is a dying discipline at this point of time; though large number of papers, dissertations etc. continue to be produced by students and teachers of philosophy. The hectic activity in departments of philosophy reminds one of Nietzsche’s aphorisms, “There are philosophers and there are laborers of philosophy.” 

In the past century, there have been just a few philosophers, though there has been no dearth of laborers of philosophy. Significant contributions have however been made in the past few decades to philosophy by non-philosophers; I use the term to denote thinkers who are trained in a discipline other than philosophy. 

Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) was an English mathematician, who moved to metaphysics and became a Harvard professor of philosophy at the age of 63. Bertrand Russell was also a mathematician. Russell travelled from mathematics to logic to metaphysics to pacifism to guild socialism and eventually to love for humanity. In the latter part of his life, he surely must have realized the limitations of mathematics, logic and metaphysics. Whitehead moved from mathematics to metaphysics and used the techniques of mathematics to answer the questions of metaphysics. Whitehead’s philosophy of organism is probably the last point to which metaphysics can be stretched. Philosophy needed a new beginning and the old methods and problems had become outdated, irrelevant and meaningless. Philosophy of organism was trying to solve metaphysical problems, but it inspired a new thinking in some circles that were not concerned with metaphysics. 

Thomas S. Kuhn (1922 – 1996) would have called the new thinking as a scientific revolution or a change of paradigm. Kuhn’s epochal work, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, was published in 1962. Whitehead and Russell belonged to the old school of philosophy of science that believed in progress of science through logical reasoning and empirical data gathering. Kuhn argued that science progresses through multiple revolutions, each involving a change of paradigm. This was a submission that implied fallibility and perpetual incompleteness of science. A scientist was now a person who supported a paradigm with his research till someone overthrew the paradigm and established a new one. He described, “Research as a strenuous and devoted attempt to force nature into the conceptual boxes supplied by formal education.
” Kuhn was a physicist who became a philosopher of science turning his sharp intellect on the process of growth of science. For reasons best known to him, he did not turn his gaze towards philosophy. He writes in the preface of his famous book, “Finally, and perhaps most important of all, limitations of space have drastically affected my treatment of the philosophical implications of this essay’s historically oriented view of science. Clearly, there are such implications, and I have tried both to point out and document the main ones. But in doing so I have usually refrained from detailed discussion of the various positions taken by contemporary philosophers on the corresponding issues.”
 

F1) Gestalt & Humanist Psychology

Notwithstanding the work of Kuhn, academic philosophers have continued their exercise of fitting speculative ideas into the historical moulds of metaphysics and philosophy. A change of paradigm from the one that Western philosophy was stuck in has eluded Western philosophy till today. New patterns of thinking about human life and mind have appeared in psychology rather than in philosophy. Gestalt psychology is one such attempt.

“Gestalt psychology arose in Germany around 1910 out of what was called the Crisis of Science. Not only science, but academic knowledge in general, was losing the confidence of more and more people, intellectuals included, because it could not deal with major human concerns, for example such problems as value or meaning, and, indeed, seemed uninterested in them. In psychology, in opposition to the traditional experimental psychology, there arose a speculative psychology whose goal was to understand rather than to explain. Let the experimental psychologists find causal laws in their narrow domain, so the argument went. The really central human issues must be dealt with outside the natural science tradition, in the tradition called Geisteswissenschaft - a word for which we have no contemporary English counterpart, although it is itself a translation of John Stuart Mill's expression, the mental and moral sciences. 
Gestalt psychologists did not accept this split within their discipline. They believed that the shortcomings of the traditional psychology arose, not because it was scientific, but because it misconceived science. Scientific analysis, it was simply taken for granted at the time, was atomistic. The model of the traditional psychology was an atomistic, mechanistic conception of the physical sciences. Gestalt psychologists held that scientific analysis need not be atomistic. Using physical field theory as their model, they worked to develop a nonatomistic psychology within the tradition of natural science.” 
 

It was Christian von Ehrenfels (1859-1932), an Austrian philosopher-psychologist, who in 1890 defined the essential concept of Gestalt philosophy, "Gestalt qualities." A property is a "Gestalt quality" if it only can be present in a whole, but not in its elements, e.g. a tune has musical properties that its separate notes cannot have. A whole is a "Gestalt" in so far as it has Gestalt qualities.
  

Gestalt psychology emphasizes the study of experience as a unified whole. Gestalt psychologists believe that a pattern, or form, is the most important part of experience. The whole pattern gives meaning to each individual element of experience. In other words, the whole is more important than the sum of its parts. Gestalt psychology was founded about 1912 by Max Wertheimer, a German psychologist. Experiments performed by Wertheimer and his two colleagues, Kurt Koffka and Wolfgang Kohler, helped spread Gestalt ideas throughout Europe and the United States. These ideas were a reaction against structuralism, the most common psychological view of the early 1900's. Structural psychologists believed that the best way to study experience was to analyze its separate elements, such as feelings, images, and sensations. The Gestalt viewpoint also differed from behaviorism, which called for the study of only observable aspects of behaviour.

Gestalt Psychology was developed by Abraham Maslow (1908 – 1970), one of the founders of humanist psychology. Maslow created a hierarchy of needs, which was displayed graphically using a triangle (as shown below).


Maslow also talks about the levels of needs in terms of homeostasis. Homeostasis is the principle by which a furnace thermostat operates: when it gets too cold, it switches the heat on; when it gets too hot, it switches the heat off. In the same way, human body, when it lacks a certain substance, develops a hunger for it; when it gets enough of it, then the hunger stops. Maslow simply extends the homeostatic principle to needs, such as safety, belonging, and esteem.

Toward the end of his life, Maslow inaugurated what he called the fourth force in psychology: Freudian and other “depth” psychologies constituted the first force; Behaviorism was the second force; His own humanism, including the European existentialists, were the third force. The fourth force was the transpersonal psychologies which, taking their cue from Eastern philosophies, investigated such things as meditation, higher levels of consciousness, and even parapsychological phenomena. Perhaps the best-known transpersonalist today is Ken Wilber, author of such books as The Atman Project and The History of Everything. 

Maslow's thinking was surprisingly original – most psychology before him had been concerned with the abnormal and the ill. He wanted to know what constituted positive mental health. Humanistic psychology gave rise to several different therapies, all guided by the idea that people possess the inner resources for growth and healing and that the point of therapy is to help remove obstacles to individuals' achieving this. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs was the first representation (in Western thought) of man in two-dimensional terms. It was a change of paradigm for Western thought to move beyond the old one-dimensional concept of man. Maslow himself moved further in expanding the scope of his vision to a multi-dimensional view when he talked of transpersonal psychologies being the fourth force in psychology. 

In the past four decades, humanist psychology and Maslow have significantly influenced understanding of human needs. Practical fields like human resources management and marketing management have used Maslow’s theory extensively. However, mainstream academic philosophy in most countries, not just Europe and America, has failed to take adequate note of Maslow.

F2) General Systems Theory

At the time when humanist psychology was going through its birth pangs, some biologists revolted against the mechanistic-atomistic-physical model of life that was popular in the first half of twentieth century. Haldane wrote in 1935, “It can be said truly that the significance of biological science in philosophical surveys of our experience has hitherto received only scant recognition by philosophical writers, and very little effective recognition by scientific writers, since they have for the most part been under the influence of misleading general conceptions of the subject.” 

Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1901 – 1972), who was also a theoretical biologist, emerged as a strong critic of the so-called ‘scientific’ approach that was widely accepted in the early years of the last century. Writing in 1928, he advocated an organismic conception in biology and said “In brief summary, the principles of organismic biology were: ‘The conception of the living system as a whole in contrast to the analytical and summative point of view; the dynamic conception in contrast to static and machine-theoretical conceptions; the conception of the organism as a primary activity in contrast to the conception of its primary reactivity.’”

It is interesting to read Bertalanffy’s criticism of psychology and philosophy of early twentieth century:

“Let us face the fact, a large part of modern psychology is a sterile and pompous scholasticism which, with the blinders of preconceived notions or superstitions on its nose, doesn’t see the obvious; which covers the triviality of its results and ideas with a preposterous language bearing no resemblance either to normal English or normal scientific theory; and which provides modern society with the techniques for the progressive stultification of mankind.
We seem to be on the horns of a dilemma. American positivist philosophy – and the same applies even more to psychology – has been said to have achieved the rare feat of being both extremely boring and frivolous in its unconcern with human issues (Kaufmann, 1957 p. 50). The famous battalions of rats working innumerable Skinner boxes have so little to tell about the human condition, our sorrows and the problems of our age. The basic question to modern psychology and sociology, it seems, is whether they can be human – concerned with the issues, temporal and eternal, of man and society; and at the same time scientific – true to fact and guided by that discipline of method that has developed over the past few centuries.” 

Positivist-behaviorist psychology never addressed the question of human concerns of man and treated man as no more than a robot reacting to changes in external environment. A summary and critique of this view of man is best provided by Bertalanffy:

“Psychology, in the first half of the twentieth century, was dominated by a positivistic-mechanistic-reductionistic approach which can be epitomized as the robot model of man. Notwithstanding the great differences in theories such as psychoanalysis, classical and neobehaviorism, learning theory, ‘thinking machines’ and the simulation of behavior by computers, they all shared a basic conception which served as an a priori framework for experimental and clinical research, theory, psychopathology, psychotherapy, etc. It is important to identify this predominant ideology.
Basic for the interpretation of animal and human behavior was the stimulus-response scheme or, as we may call it, the doctrine of the primary reactivity of the psychophysiological organism. Behavior is response to stimuli coming from outside. So far as it is not innate or instinctive, behavior is shaped by outside influences that have met the organism in the past: classical conditioning after Pavlov, instrumental conditioning after Skinner, early childhood experience after Freud, secondary reinforcements after more recent theories. Hence, training, education and human life in general are essentially response to outside conditions: beginning in early childhood with toilet training and other manipulations whereby socially acceptable behavior is gratified and undesirable behavior blocked; continuing with education, which is best carried through according to Skinnerian principles of reinforcement of correct responses and by means of teaching machines; and ending in adult man in an affluent society which makes everybody happy, conditioning him, in strictly scientific manner, by the mass media to be the perfect consumer – that is, an automation properly answering in the ways prescribed by the industrial-military-political establishment.

Philosophically, environmentalism is, of course, a latter-day version of Locke’s tabula rasa. In intraspecific terms, it means egalitarianism; in interspecific, zoomorphism of human behavior. 

Egalitarianism is one of those glories of human thought which were converted into caricature. Millennia were needed, in history, to arrive from suppression of the majority of human beings to their being handled, to an extent, as equals and brothers. Quickly, however, the ethical ideal became a scientistic dogma.

As behavior and personality essentially are shaped by conditioning in Pavlov’s, Skinner’s or Freud’s sense, there is not much difference between human individuals, and even between pigeons, rats and monkeys on the one hand and human beings on the other. The same principles apply everywhere – and it is a good thing that they do; for this is true democracy. Hence it is only proper that what is outstanding is cut down to size; while the sub-normal, abnormal, pathological and even criminal must, by touching concern and care far surpassing that for the healthy, be brought into the flock of general uniformity. After all, when a child is asocial or fails in school, when a juvenile commits a rape, or a criminal – poor chap that he is – becomes a murderer, it’s all the fault of wrong upbringing, sibling rivalry and the like.

The robot model or principle of reactivity further entails the equilibrium theory of behavior. The natural state of the organism is that of rest. Every stimulus is a disturbance of equilibrium; behavioral response, therefore, is its re-establishment; it is homeostasis, gratification of needs or relaxation of tensions. The needs are essentially biological, hunger and sex. Again it follows that the behavior of animals such as rats, cats and monkeys provides the necessary bases for interpretation and control of human behavior; what appears to be special in man is secondary and ultimately to be reduced to biological drives and primary needs. 

Finally, behavior is basically governed by utilitarian principles. Maintenance of the individual and survival of the society and species are the ultimate rational of all behavior. They are governed by the economic principle of reaching the prescribed goal with minimum expense. This applies, generally, be it to a rat collecting pellets, a student collecting marks, or an adult collecting maximum salary. The story is always the same: reaching optimum psychosocial equilibrium by answering outside demands in reinforced responses.

This, in brief outline, is the robot model of man. No doubt, it covered a wide area of behavior, animal and human.

On the other hand, the limitations of robot man should be apparent. The S-R scheme discards a large part of behavior which is expression of human activity: play, exploratory behavior, any form of creativity. Environmentalism is refuted by the elementary fact that not even fruit flies or Pavlovian dogs are equal. Even less can egalitarianism apply to human individuals, and zoomorphism to the comparison of subhuman and human behavior. The principle of equilibrium or tension reduction is refuted by the fact that complete relaxation of tensions – say, sensory deprivation but even simple boredom – does not lead to a beatific state of nirvana but rather to mental disturbance; in the first case, to psychosis like states, in the second to the experience of meaninglessness, sometimes culminating in existential neurosis and suicide. Juvenile delinquents who commit crime for fun, a novel psychopathology resulting from leisure, the fifty percent mental cases in the population of our hospitals – all this is proof that the scheme of robot man doesn’t work. Not to mention that ‘culture’ is beyond the utilitarian concepts – it neither guarantees mental equilibrium in their creators, nor is it of recognizable value for the survival of nations and humanity as a whole.” 
 

Bertalanffy’s criticism of the robot model of man extends to the sociological plane. He analyses the influence of behaviorists and social scientists on the societies of developed affluent countries.

“As a matter of fact, no society was ever so much so concerned with its own mental health, and has tried so hard to employ ‘scientific’ principles in all ways of life. Hence, affluent society should have reached a state of psychological bliss never attained in the times of poverty, sexual taboos, medieval education, ignorance of the scientific principles of human behavior, and of all sorts of ‘mentalistic nonsense’.
The outcome, unfortunately, contradicted expectation. Precisely in affluent society, with gratification of biological needs, reduction of tensions, education and conditioning with scientific techniques, there was an unprecedented increase in mental illness, juvenile delinquency, crime not for want but for fun, the serious problem of leisure in an automated society, and the appearance of new forms of mental disorder diagnosed as existential disease, malignant boredom, suicidal retirement neurosis and the like – in fact, all symptoms of a sick society.

The ‘image of man’ is not a theoretical question. It is a question of man as human. One need not be a mystic like Teilhard de Chardin to see in evolution the evolution of mind. With robot psychology and technology, we have partly succeeded in the reversal of the evolutionary trend. 

As war, according to a famous dictum, is too important to be left to generals, psychology is too important to be left to psychologists. Once more, we have to find a new conception of man. There is something basically wrong; and we must find out what it is or perish.” 
 (Emphasis added)

Bertalanffy’s arguments in favour of a new conception of man are as relevant today as they were almost half a century ago. The problem, in Bertalanffy’s view, is not just that of ‘image of man’. The problem relates to the way humanity perceives itself and nature. Traditionally science had favored analytic-mechanistic view where understanding parts supposedly gives an idea of the whole. This perspective leads to knowledge that never treats anything as a whole. Bertalanffy proposed a change in paradigm of science (though he probably did not use the word ‘paradigm’ since major portion of his work predates Kuhn). He proposed General Systems Theory as a holistic approach to scientific knowledge.

“Broadly speaking, the modern ‘systems’ movement has three roots. One was the demand for a ‘general theory of systems’ proposed by myself shortly after the Second War; the second, cybernetics finding a powerful expression in Wiener’s book (1948); the third, the demands of engineering in complex production processes, man-machine systems, armament research and the like.

We can summarize the motivations for what we may briefly call an organismic or system approach, in three statements.

First – until recently, physics was the only exact science, that is, a consistent conceptual structure allowing for explanation, prediction and control of nature. More recently, the biological, behavioral and social sciences have come into their own and appear to demand new forms of conceptualization, models, laws. Thus a generalization of scientific concepts appears to be necessary.

Second – in biology, the behavioral and social sciences we encounter many phenomena which are not found in inanimate nature and for which no concepts are provided in the system of physics. We cannot speak of living things and of behavior except in a functional manner, that is, regarding their parts and processes as organized in view of the maintenance, development, evolution, etc., of the system. This is not an anthromorphic projection of the purposiveness of our own actions, a vitalistic or metaphysical prejudice; it is a simple fact of observation, a question which is asked – and empirically answered – vis-à-vis any organ, structure, process, enzyme, hormone, or whatever the object of biological research. On the contrary, to disregard or bypass this all-pervasive order is metaphysical prejudice.

Organismic processes as a rule are so ordered as to maintain the system. But this makes no sense within the conventional categories of physics. From this viewpoint, there is no difference between physical and chemical processes taking place in a living organism and those in a corpse; both follow the same laws of physics and chemistry – and that’s all that can be said. To the biologist and physician, however, there is profound difference between events so ordered as to maintain the system, and those running wild to destroy it. What are the principles of order and organization? What does ‘health’ or ‘norm’ mean in contrast to ‘disease’ and ‘pathology’? Nothing, so far as laws of physics and chemistry are concerned and mechanistic philosophy is adopted. But without these and similar notions there would be no science of medicine and indeed of biology. Moreover, conventional physics appears to be directly contravened or violated by what is going on in the living world. Physical processes follow the second law of thermodynamics, which prescribes that they proceed toward increasing entropy, that is, more probable states which are states of equilibrium, of uniform distribution and disappearance of existing differentiations and order. But living systems apparently do exactly the opposite. In spite of irreversible processes continually going on, they tend to maintain an organized state of fantastic improbability; they are maintained in states of non-equilibrium; they even develop toward increasing improbable states, increasing differentiation and order, as is manifest both in the individual development of an organism and in evolution from the famous amoeba to man.

Similar considerations appear in the psychosocial sciences. Furthermore, in the biological, behavioral and socio-cultural fields events directed toward future goals appear to be prevalent. Physical casualty provides no model for this; more precisely, goal-directedness and dependence on future events are declared to be unscientific phantoms or metaphysics. The essential point is not that physico-chemical explanations are still lacking for many life phenomena (as is unfortunately the case, but is increasingly remedied by the progress of research); but that the traditional categories of mechanistic science do not suffice (or rather exclude) basic empirical aspects. It appears, therefore, that an expansion of categories, models and theory is needed adequately to deal with the biological, behavioral and social universes.

Third – as we shall see presently, there are conceptions emerging which appear to meet these demands. In contrast to progressive specialization in modern science, this new sort of models is interdisciplinary;”
  

Bertalanffy, the founder of Systems Theory, visualized General Systems Theory as a common philosophical platform that could support biology, psychology, philosophy, sociology, political science, cybernetics etc. However, during the past five decades or so that General Systems Theory has been around, it has failed to stir up much interest in psycho-social fields, though it has been used extensively in the fields of cybernetics, artificial intelligence, computer networks etc. There may be many reasons for this. However, at the risk of sounding simplistic, I believe that it may be due to General Systems Theory’s concentration on mathematical modeling of structures to the exclusion of all other aspects. The problem seems to be rooted in the underlying belief of Systems Theory, “The same abstract model applies to different content, in different fields or disciplines. In other terms, phenomena different in content often show isomorphism in their formal structures.” 

Systems scientists have been engrossed in looking for “isomorphism” and building a grand fits-all-theory; their language is practically unintelligible to all except the followers of their own paradigm. Instead of creating an interdisciplinary philosophy or theoretical platform, General Systems Theorists have added one more super-specialty to the already growing list of departments in modern universities. I can almost hear loud voices of protest. I may be wrong in my criticism. After all, systems philosophy is a nascent philosophy that is yet to mature and find its feet. 

The problem surely is not with the basic idea underlying Systems Theory. Synthetic or holistic philosophy as contrasted with analytic philosophy has grown in the past five decades even in Western world. Eastern philosophy has always had this quality. Systems theory has attempted to apply the goals and perspectives of holistic thought using the methods and tools of science and Western thought. One-dimensional perspective has been a distinguishing feature of almost all western philosophers. A holistic thinker like Bertalanffy commits the same mistake when he says, “The key words of a new psychology, I propose, are symbolism and system.”
 Continuing in the same vein he adds, “We shall however limit our considerations to one single aspect: the basic fact of anthropogenesis is the evolution of symbolism. Without this unique characteristic, any number of biological and behavioral developments would not have been sufficient to make man human.”
 

Systems Theory has displayed a tendency to caricature and convert everything into neat (though often complicated) equations, formulae, diagrams and structures. Yet, the essential point of a holistic perspective to man and nature is valid and needs to be accepted. Emerging philosophies that accord a higher consideration to ecological concerns have attempted to take such a holistic view.

F3) Ecological Concerns and Philosophy

The last few decades of twentieth century were marked by growing awareness that mankind has been exploiting nature in a manner that just cannot go on forever. Western consumerist ethos, built on the vision of conquest of nature, was no longer seen to be correct. A realization has been slowly dawning on many that human beings must learn to live as part of nature rather than as masters of nature. Three decades ago, ‘ecology’ was an esoteric term; today it is part of school curriculum. 

Ecological awareness has spawned many independent streams of thought. One cannot identify a distinct philosophy underlying all the streams. Generally speaking, one can notice a strong influence of Romantic Movement. However, many ecologists (I use the term liberally to include environmental philosophers and many others) have moved beyond the early romantics and have questioned the key attitudes and assumptions of modern physical as well as social sciences. Some points that emerge in this regard need to be looked at from the perspective of this book.

I present here some excerpts from a recent book by Vernon Pratt (with Jane Howarth and Emily Brady, 2000). Their thoughts represent a new wave of thinking in Western world. 

“The large idea I want to build towards in this chapter is that in the modern West we are fundamentally wrong about ourselves and our place in nature. Somehow, it is said, human beings have set themselves apart from nature, and it is this that leads to the dangerous ways we have of exploiting the world about us.

Understood properly, human beings are part of nature. If we understood that, we would understand that destroying the prairie or exterminating the wolf or polluting the sea are all forms of self-mutilation. In so far as we are part of nature, our well-being is an aspect of the well-being of nature as a whole. John Donne’s famous lines refer most obviously to the community of human beings to which he is urging we should all remember we belong. But – it is said – there is a wider point to be made. As human beings, we are parts not only of the community of humanity, but also of the community which makes up nature as a whole. ‘We are all One Life’
, in the words of Coleridge.”
  

Pratt and her associates go on to discuss individual’s unity with nature in a mystical manner quoting simultaneously from Upanishads and the Christian tradition. 

“It (nature-mysticism) belongs to a long tradition of ‘mystical’ thought in the West, a tradition that lends itself particularly to the strain in Christianity which despises this world and tries to shift the focus elsewhere. An analysis within the Christian tradition describes the mystical experience as one that involves a feeling of awe, of being utterly overpowered, of energy or urgency, of ‘stupor’ and, finally, a feeling of ‘fascination’.
 However other traditions appear to recognize much the same kind of phenomenon.”

“The nature-mysticism, which we find in Romantic writers like Wordsworth, is not generally regarded as on all fours with the mysticism to be found in world religions. But it shares with them – and this is our interest – something of the expansion or loss of personal identity that they regard as fundamentally characteristic of the mystical experience.”
 At this point Pratt quotes from Brihadaranayaka Upanishad.

Pratt and her co-authors move beyond mysticism and underline the dualism inherent in Western thought. 

“There is, it is said, running through Western thought from its beginnings to the present day, a single structural feature that is responsible for our exploitative attitude towards nature, the subsidiary role attributed to women, and for much else. This fundamental structural feature is conveniently called ‘dualism’. It is a whole mode of thought. One aspect is the sharp dichotomy we make between human beings and nature, but it extends further than that. Under the grip of ‘dualism’ we think whenever we can in terms of two contrasting and mutually exclusive categories. We think of human beings versus nature, but also of reason versus experience, mind versus body, reason versus emotion, the self versus the other, animate versus inanimate, learnt versus innate and assertion versus negation.”
 

Pratt quotes Plumwood to identify various types of dualisms in Western thought.

	Key elements of the dualistic structure in Western thought

	These key elements are the following sets of contrasting pairs:

	culture
	nature

	reason
	nature

	male
	female

	mind
	body (nature)

	master
	slave

	reason
	matter (physicality)

	rationality
	animality (nature)

	reason
	emotion (nature)

	mind / spirit
	nature

	freedom
	necessity (nature)

	universal
	particular

	human
	nature (non-human)

	civilised
	primitive (nature)

	production
	reproduction (nature)

	public
	private

	subject
	object

	self
	other

	(From Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, London, 1993, Routledge, p.43)



“Of the elements listed on the left-hand side, she (Plumwood) says, virtually all of them can be represented as forms of reason, while virtually all on the right-hand side can be represented as forms of nature. Together the sequence of dualisms illustrated in the list form something like a geographical fault-line in the structure of Western thought.

All these descendants of the Platonic archetype, says Plumwood, inherit the original valuation of reason above nature. Civilized on the left-hand side is better than primitive on the right, public better than private, rationality than animality, freedom than necessity, and so on. You have not just a fault-line, but a division that separates better from worse, superior from inferior.”
  

“So far Plumwood offers an account of the nature of our contemporary attitudes to nature, which she thinks derived from an archetypal dualism established by Pluto. But she also thinks (as is apparent from the list) that the dualism between nature and reason has produced as one of its offspring a dualism between male and female, and it is in this way that, for Plumwood, the exploitation of nature is linked with the exploitation of women. By and large, the qualities listed on the left-hand side are ones that are ‘traditionally appropriated’ to men, while the right-hand side are qualities ‘traditionally appropriated’ to women.
” 

It is interesting to note that Pratt, her associates and Plumwood are the only women thinkers referred to in this account of western philosophy (Russell, Durant and Bahm do not refer to any women thinkers). Pratt refers with reverence to Arne Naess (b. 1912), who is introduced as “the leading spirit of Deep Ecology movement.”
 Women thinkers have appeared on the horizon of western world during the past century. Feminism, as a movement, was initially a movement pleading for equal rights for women vis-à-vis men. During the initial phase, to be a feminist meant that a woman was trying to be like a man. It took some time for feminist thinkers to realize that being a poor copy of men is not a goal worth pursuing. In recent times, women have been gradually accepting that they are different from men and there is no intrinsic value attached to so-called masculine qualities; in fact, in some respects so-called feminine qualities are better and men need to imbibe the ‘feminine’ qualities. 

The superiority of masculine over feminine is rooted in the religious traditions of Christianity and Islam. God is conceived to be male rather than female. Allah has no sex but grammatically Allah is masculine. In Hinduism as well as in most pagan religions and traditions, nature is considered as ‘Mother Nature’. Grammatically, nature is feminine in Indian languages (and probably in all languages that have a pagan base). In the pantheistic tradition of India, God is synonymous with Mother Nature. Moreover, the Almighty, in Hinduism, manifests itself through a number of incarnations, some male and others female; while Jesus and Prophet Mohammed are both males. Western religions have introduced patterns of thinking where women cannot be divine, while men can be so. Pagans were nature-worshippers. Christianity (and Islam) looked upon nature-worship as primitive. Worshipping nature as mother and feeling mother-son bondage with nature was condemned for centuries by church and theologians. It is only in recent times that feminist thinkers have protested against this condemnation.

“Ways of life might be imagined in which distinctively feminine virtues are given their proper place and respect, and several writers look to history to find actual forms of life that approach this ideal. They have to look back a good distance, however. As Carolyn Merchant reports: ‘Many cultural feminists celebrate an era of prehistory when nature was symbolized by pregnant female figures, trees, butterflies and snakes and in which women were held in high esteem as bringers forth of life’
.” 

Pratt, her authors and Carolyn Merchant need to look back a good distance, because in Europe and America, Christianity has done a fairly thorough job of eliminating all traces of pagan religions and customs. In the last few years, Western world has been witnessing a renewed interest in pagan religions and customs. The downfall of church, that started about five centuries ago, has reached its logical conclusion and is leading to questioning of the most basic assumptions – about God, gender relations, concept of man in relation to nature, dualism and so on.

Obsession with science was a stage in the journey of western thought, which has continued to move on. Assimilating the scientific method and adopting the holistic traditions of the East, while simultaneously getting over the past biases and ‘fault-lines’, seems to be the new challenge as the West integrates with the rest of the world. This is the path of the development of a global perspective.

Note: In this chapter, as well as in all other chapters of this book, the word “man” is used in the general sense of individual human being(s) and includes women as well as men (unless the context implies otherwise).
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