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Foreword 

In a casual conversation at the Institute, Dr Balslev referred 
to her correspondence with Professor Richard Rorty, 
wondering about the possibility of its publication by the time 
of the East-West Philosophers' Conference at Mount Abu in 
January, 1991. When she sent the typescript to me I found it 
fascinating for the range of the ideas it contained and the 
bearing they had on several disciplines. The main theme of 
their discussion is cross-cultural understanding, but it 
touches upon other vital issues like the role of philosophy 
and the gender question. Of obvious interest to philosophers, 
this booklet is bound to charm the general reader as much as 
the historian, the sociologist, and the anthropologist. Signi;.. 
ficant in terms of insights, it is of deep human interest. 

J.S. Grewal 

Director 
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Preface 

professor Rorty and I participated in the Sixth East-West 
ptiilosophers' Conference, held at the University of Hawaii, 
U _5.A- in the summer of 1989. We are now looking forward to 
tie next Philosophy East-West Conference which is to take 

t iace at Mount Abu, India in January 1991. In between these 
~o events we hav~ exchan?ed t_hese letters. 

professor Rorty 1s the Umvers1ty Professor of Humanities 
t tne University of Virginia. I am greatly encouraged by this 

~pportunity of exchanging ideas with Professor Rorty, who is 
recognized as one of the outstanding intellectuals of our 

tirJle-
1 would like to thank Professor J.S. Grewal, Director of the 

Indian Institute of Advanced Study, for his genuine interest 
in tne publication of this correpondence. 

Anindita Niyogi Balslev 
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I 

Charlottesville 
May 6, 1990 

Dear Dick, 

Thank you very much for sending me a copy of your book 
Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, Cambridge University 
Press, 1989. I am reading it as well as some of your papers 
carefully, making notes of the questions that I will eventually 
like to pose concerning the theme of Cultural Otherness and 
Philosophy, focusing especially on the encounter between 
India and the West. Whatever may have been the limitations 
of the Sixth East-West Philosophers' Conference held in 
Hawaii in August 1989, I would consider the endeavor laudable 
if it has succeeded in persuading the philosophers to be 
seriously concerned with questions that lie at the boundaries 
of the intellectual traditions of East and West. There are 
evidently various problems, but this is precisely what I am 
about to explore in and through this conversation with you. 

As I have already told you, this is simply an initial sketch 
in an effort to understand what the issues really are and to 
grasp them as they spontaneously appear in the horiwn, an 
attempt to catch a glimpse of in what way one should ( or 
should not) prepare so that an authentic discourse may 
gradually emerge. This is perhaps itself a 'beginning' (that is 
as we begin to converse), since the so-called 'cross-cultural 
dialogue' has essentially been so far an enterprise where one 
speaks about the 'other' and at best to the 'other', hardly ever 
it is witnessed as an open conversation. I am genuinely 
encouraged by the fact that you are willing to engage yourself 
in this question of cross-cultural study (philosophy is only 
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one aspect of this large and complex question). I think, this 
is one of the pressing issues of our time and must be attended 
to in all seriousness (that does not exclude a sense of humour 
and comic). It has already become glaringly visible in the 
intellectual circles as the issue of 'otherness'. 

On April 11, as I was getting ready to participate in the 
seminar on 'The Cultural Other' organized at the Common
wealth Center, University of Virginia, I could not help but 
thinking loudly about why this theme has become a 
recurrent topic for debates and discussions in our time? 
Does this reflect our need for achieving a higher level of 
critical self-understanding by placing ourselves in a larger 
context which today, more than ever, involves an encounter 
with the 'other'? What do these frequent meetings tell us 
about our time? I would appreciate your comments. 

It seems to me that this renewed vigour in the question of 
the 'self and the 'other', identity and difference, is very much 
due to a set of circumstances caused by technological advance 
which has turned strangers into neighbours. The situation 
then is this: technology has 'killed the distance', the dialectical 
relationship between the self and the other, us and they, is 
no more perceived only as a purely abstract or theoretical 
concern. This is the 'academic' setting in which the intense 
urge for a deeper understanding about what exactly consti
tutes the 'otherness' of the other- in no matter which 
context, religious, social or political - is to be assessed. The 
academic zeal for this theme is prompted by the awareness 
that no meaningful communication with the other is feasible 
without some authentic information, not even a higher level 
of self-understanding is possible without it. This would 
imply that on practical, pragmatic ground alone ( as well as, I 
believe, on a theoretical scrutiny) a theory (such as any 
expression of extreme relativism) which claims that we are 
prisoners of our respective conceptual worlds amongst 
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which no communication is possible is bound to be rejected. 
The stand of extreme relativism is a purely theoretical 
construct, and has no cash value. Even on theoretical 
ground, it is self-defeating. The relevance of a philosophical 
stand in the contemporary situation would precisely be seen 
in its adequacy to explore the 'otherness' in an authentic 
manner, taking note of its cross-cultural dimension. There 
would be no harm, if the responses in this process get 
polarised. 

I was emphasising these questions simply in order to try 
to understand what the theme of 'otherness' is telling us 
about our time. After all, the problems of one and the many, 
identity and difference are ancient themes of philosophy, in 
India and the West. Metaphysicians across cultural boun
daries have for centuries wrestled with these questions 
disputing about which is primary, which is derived; which is 
real and which is appearance. The present concern with the 
theme of'otherness', a theme which is virtually appearing in 
a range of disciplines with all its acute tensions at the 
conceptual level, is an attempt to understand and to make 
sense of difference and pluralism. If at the point of departure 
one assumes that there is no possibility whatsoever to grasp 
the 'otherness' of the other, one would have not much of a 
choice other than to describe the situation with a sense of 
comic and recite with Kipling: 

All nice people like Us are We 
And everybody else is They. 

(Quoted in They and We by P.l. Rose, New York, 1964.) 

Our awareness of'us' and 'they' has become so sharpened 
that today in a multi-ethnic society we look with suspicion in 
a theory or in a practical policy-making what it is that is 
being compromised in the process of reorganization of 
whatever the issue is in question: is it our differences (which 
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constitute our identity) that are overlooked at the cost of an 
abstract, unreal unity, or is it, as the anti-communitarians 
would say, that our common shared bonds are underplayed 
in order to highlight differences of all sorts, even those 
which are utterly irrelevant? Perhaps now more than ever we 
are intensely conscious of these issues or at least more 
articulate about them. (I recall that Professor R. Bernstein 
also voiced some similar questions at the APA meeting, 
1988) Why so? Is there a threat of a loss of identity which our 
ancestors were unaware of that makes us so concerned with 
this theme? 

Again, it is evident that although the theme of otherness is 
expressed in singular, it actually stands for a network of 
multiple, complex and complicated issues of various dimen
sions. In this adventure of a new, creative discourse our hope 
is that our self-understanding will grow along with our 
awareness of how stereotypes and cliches about the 'other
ness' of the other actually reflect back on our self-image. The 
factors that promote and thwart communication are 
gradually getting exposed to our critical gaze. I guess that 
ideas stemming from essentialism, relativism and various 
theones of interpretation, all provide strategies and compet
ing paradigms for coping with this situation which is plural 
in every sense. 

As I reflect on the question of otherness in the general 
context of the encounter oflndia and the West, what strikes 
me immediately is that our images of ourselves and views of 
otherness are not a set of unchanging thoughts and notions. 
The members of any given community are engaged in 
interpreting and making sense of these notions and this 
interpreting is a continuing, developing historical process (I 
elaborated some of these ideas in my paper presented in 
Hawaii). The perceptions do not remain static, but keep on 
changing from era to era. I whole heartedly agree with you 
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when you protest, as you did in Hawaii, against talking 
about 'the West' not as 'an ongoing, suspenseful adventure 
in which we are participating but rather as a structure which 
we can step back from, inspect at a distance' and then contrast 
'the West as a whole with the rest of the world as a whole'. 

Secondly, when we speak of the encounter between India 
and the West, we must note that non.:: of these are names for 
cultural traditions that have monolithic structures. It is to be 
noticed that there is hardly one, homogeneous interpretation, 
one unique mode of self-understanding in any traditional 
frame, nor is there only a single, uniform perception of 
otherness, even if we confine ourselves to a selected time
period. 

To give an example of how conflicting responses can 
co-exist in a given society at the same time, consider the 
media-perceptions of the 'otherness' of the other. During 
your frequent travels, I am sure that you have had plenty of 
occasions when you have noticed how responses vary, some 
completely agree with these media-perceptions and are 
influenced by them, whereas to some others these same 
projections appear as a blatant distortion of the 'otherness' 
of the other, almost like a fiasco. It seems to me that not only 
there may be, but there actually simultaneously are several 
perceptions of the 'self and the 'other' in any given 
traditional society. I am convinced that different groups in 
the Indian society have diverse and contrasting images of 
the West. Moreover, as I was arguing before, these images 
and perceptions do not remain static. They keep on chang
ing and along with that our self-understanding also 
undergoes significant alterations. The concerns of one 
epoch may not remain relevant or even alive in another. I 
think that it is very important to take note of this 
heterogeneity within what is called one tradition. Evidently, 
to the extent that it is legitimate for us to refer to any cultural 
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tradition as Indian or as Western, it must be possible to ide~tify 
some broad ancl general characteristics of each. It remams, 
nevertheless, true that if one is to gain a rich, broa~ and 
adequate description of any tradition - whether Indian or 
Western - one should not down play the tensions and 
oppositions that are inevitably present within each. In the 
wider context of encounter, these changes caused by the 
fusion of one with the other, of the old and the new, only 
bear witness to the fact that a tradition is a functioning tradi
tion, that it is alive. I feel that the only thing that one has to 
be cautious about is whether perceptions of differences are 
getting so focused that they block conversation, whether the 
'otherness' af the other is projected as being so incommen
surable that there is no more a legitimate basis for an 
exchange or a dialogue. That there will be room for a 
spectrum of views about these matters seems to me to be 
perfectly in order. That at diferent periods of history responses 
to 'otherness' of the other culture vary can be clearly seen as 
one peruses the reactions of the prominent Indians, say from 
the 19th century to the last decade of the 20th. No matter 
whose _ account one reads, whether Rammohan Roy's, 
Aurobindo's or Nehru's, the picture of the 19th century 
India is not a glorious one. It is invariably described as a 
stagnant, deteriorated state, when all creativity seems to 
have been in a subdued, repressed condition. These years of 
Indian history are often described as a dark period, albeit 
the darkness which occurs before the rising of the dawn: it 
was followed by the reassertion and the resurgence of the 
Indian spirit during what is frequently depicted as the 
Indian renaissance. This word, however, may not share 
exactly all the features that it has when applied to the 
European context, but some important common features 
may be detected. There is a rediscovery of the old roots and a 
revitalisation of art, music, poetry, etc. in both. The peculiar 
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characteristic of the Indian renaissance is not only a 
laborious search into the past of her own culture but also a 
conscious struggle in the face of an alien culture which it 
resented on various grounds and admired passionately on 
certain other grounds. The leaders who drew public atten
tion and loyalty and who were caught in this process 
intellectually were in search of ways and means to cope with 
the 'otherness' of the West. It was seen as an irreversible 
process. Aurobindo, for example, summarised in 1918 the 
impact of the European culture on India as: 'It revived the 
dormant intellectual and critical impulse'; 'awakened the 
desire of new creation'. 

As the locution of that time shows, 'Western science and 
Indian spirituality' (there are also other pet phrases expressing 
the complimentaries and the dichotomies) held a grip on the 
Indian mind: it could abandon neither of these. In fact, it is 
fascinating to read the chain of Indian thinkers from 
Rammohan Roy to Radhakrishnan, and notice how they 
have expressed their responses to the West. We might 
examine some of them at a later time. 

What is of immediate interest, however, is to attend to the 
responses that an exposure to Western thought has 
provoked and is still provoking from philosophers in India. 
I think that this provides us with a glaring example of how 
the state of an academic discipline is tied to the factors 
which influence the over-all cultural history of India. At the 
beginning the response to Western thought could be seen in 
the ensuing of a host of 'comparative studies'. The story is 
intriguing. At this time, however, I would only like to observe 
that whatever the limitations and drawbacks of such studies, 
they did express a genuine philosophical need (whatever 
other motivations there might have otherwise been) which 
refuses to limit itself within a single culture. The value of this 
endeavor may itself be questioned and as a matter of fact, 
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has been questioned. Over the years the Indian response to 
Western thought can be seen as gradually shifting away 
from that. What is also interesting to note is that the Indians 
never shared the extreme views of such cultural relativists 
who claim that divergent intellectual histories ,ead to closed 
conceptual worlds amongst which no communication is 
possible. Anyhow, the enthusiasm for comparative studies 
has lessened. Perhaps it gradually turned out to be an 
intellectually tedious process that provoked doubts about its 
values. It is possible that in the history of the meeting of 
minds this was an inevitable phase that now needs to be 
transceneded. It is felt that a mere comparativist cannot do 
creative philosophy. The Indian philosopher recognizes 
more than ever that whatever socio-political circumstances 
were responsible for the introduction of Western thought to 
the Indian mind, today it is accepted as a part of the Indian 
experience that can no more be expelled. The Indian 
philosopher today, perhaps, does not find it sufficient to 
relate to Western thought merely as an 'other' but seeks to 
seize it in an authentic creative manner. She realises that 
while. a genuine involvement with the sources of Indian 
thought, its concerns, its analytical tools are essential 
for creative advancement of the tradition, it is not necessary 
to 'close off the possibilities of interpretation beyond the 
tradition's already achieved self-understanding. In this 
process the Indian philosopher also notes that the 
mainstream Western philosophy has not made much effort 
to understand and appropriate Indian thinking into its own 
texture. Some of the attempts to relate to the East on the part 
of the western philosophers have precisely therefore been of 
the genre where the East is seen as a 'redemptive force' or as 
bankrupt so far as philosophy is concerned. There have 
been some interesting discussions about this in recent 
times. 
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Now that the Hawaii conference is behind us, let me try 
to derive some wisdom from the past experience. Before I 
proceed, may I ask you what you exactly had in mind when 
you said at the Commonwealth Center in conversation with 
J. Ree in the fall of 1989 that at the Sixth East-West 
Philosophers' Conference in Hawaii (August, 1989) 'the East 
did not meet the West'? What did you expect to happen? In 
what ways did the meeting not live up to that expectation? 
I ask this not in order to get your criticism of the past 
conference, which we all enjoyed and appreciated, but 
because I think that as you begin to articulate we will have 
some indications of what needs to be done in order to have a 
more fruitful conference in future. These glimpses, which 
usually appear in hindsight (and which conference is ever 
completely satisfying?), may provide us with some interest
ing clues which could be incorporated into the next meeting. 
I hope that it will take place in 'India and that it will be 
followed by a series of other conferences devoted to the same 
or similar theme over the years. 

I will now begin by recalling some of the comments and 
observations which you made in your paper, presented in 
Hawaii, entitled 'Philosophers, Novelists, and Inter-cultural 
Comparisons'. Here you have pointed out that essentialism 
has not been fruitful as 'applied to human affairs, in areas 
such as history, sociology and anthropology' and you have 
noted: 'Despite growing recognition that the essentialistic 
habits of thought which pay off in the natural sciences do 
not assist moral and political reflection, we Western 
philosophers still show a distressing tendency to essen
tialism when we offer inter-cultural comparisons'. You have 
also made the very important claim: 'A society which took its 
moral vocabulary from novels rather than from ontico
theological or ontico-moral treatises would not ask itself 
questions about human nature or about the point of human 
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existence or the meaning of human life. Rather, it would ask 
itself what we can do so as to get along with each other, how 
we can arrange things so as to be comfortable with one 
another, how institutions can be changed so that everyone to 
be understood has a better chance of being gratified'. 

If an essentialistic approach is, as you say, an 'easy way 
out of the problem of inter-cultural comparison', how do 
you conceive a more adequate and fruitful approach? I 
recall in this connection that, just after the presentation of 
your truly stimulating paper in Hawaii, I asked you in the 
context of your above comments: 'if comparative philosophy 
in making inter-cultural comparisons has exhibited essen
tialistic characteristics and thus far has failed, how do you 
envisage a program for philosophy as narrative for promot
ing such pragmatic virtues as tolerance for diversity, 
'comfortable togetherness' - virtues you seem to endorse'? 
Now that there is more time I would like to dwell on some of 
the different ideas that you have put across. I do not see how 
you can do with simply not having a program (as far as I can 
recall you said that in your reply) and yet make a claim 
about which are the right questions to ask and which are not. 
From your observations, it seems to me that you have some 
insights at the level of theory, just as you have a practical 
concern, in recommending freedom and equality as some of 
the 'West's most important legacy'. You also record with 
approval that in its recent history the West has shown an 
'increased ability to tolerate diversity'. 

I hope that you will indicate one or two examples of 
es1ientialistic inter-cultural comparisons and show us 
precisely in what sense it is unfruitful and what is the way 
out. No one, as far as I can foresee, will question the 
pertinece of the virtues you recommend. There is, however, 
demand that values which are recommended must be shown 
to be realisable and hence there must be a program to cope 



with this demand both on the theoretical and the practical 
level. 

Again, although I agree with you that the task of compara
tive philosophy does not end with the sorting out of'only our 
counterparts, those with tastes similar to our own', I do not 
quite see what is lost even if we keep on discovering what you 
describe as 'the adaptations of a single trans-cultural 
character-type to different environments'. Why can we also 
not consider the latter as an important part of the cross
cultural adventure, as stumbling upon something where our 
stereotyped expectations of finding a pristine otherness/ 
difference gets a jolt and we see some of'our' culture-types as 
indistinguishable from 'theirs' - an experience where the 
distinction of Us and They is in jeopardy? In other words, 
even if we grant that differences are what is really interest
ing, to rule out perceptions of similarity may also inflate our 
sense of distinctness or, to put it more strongly, our desperate 
need to save our sense of uniqueness beyond a point that can 
be accepted in good faith. To repeat it once more, I have no 
doubt that a keen awareness of conceptual distinctions that 
various intellectual traditions provide us is immensely valu
able but caution must be exercised to see that the zeal for 
finding differences in the area of cross-cultural studies does 
not get out of proportion as this can eventually lead to a dis
torted image of the' otherness' of the other culture. Later on I 
will give you one such example that I encountered in my 
work on the theme of time in an intercultural context. 

Now, I would like to ask you a few questions and request 
you to elaborate on certain others pertaining to the much
discussed topic: Heidegger and the destiny of philosophy in 
the West as well as his observations about the East. 

I will not try to organise the order of questions at this 
point but simply place them before you and return to this 
topic again adding still other queries. 
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It will be illuminating for us if you will kindly give a 
summary ofp your reading of the following comments of 
Heidegger: 'That the thinking of the future is no longer 
philosophy, because it aims at thinking on a level deeper 
than metaphysics, which term also means the same'; 'With 
the end of philosophy, thinking itself does not also come to 
an end but passes over to another beginning'. 

You have observed in your Hawaii paper that whereas for 
Kundera the Western adventure is 'open-ended', for 
Heidegger the West has 'exhausted its possibilities'. This you 
attribute to the inherent essentialistic structure of Heidegger's 
thinking. Would you please elaborate on this and show how 
this is related to a turning to the East - as something which 
is 'wholly other' to the West? And what is wrong with 
this attitude? 

You have obviously resented the observation made by 
Graham Parkes ( ed., Heidegger and Asian Thought, Honolulu, 
1987) where he writes: 

Heidegger's claim to be the first Western thinker to have 
overcome the tradition should be taken more seriously if his 
thqught can be brought to resonate deeply with ideas that 
arose in totally foreign cultural milieux, couched in more or 
less alien languages, over two millenia ago. 

You have reacted to it, as I find in the footnote of your 
paper, by saying that this 'resonance can also be taken as a 
sign of regression rather than of transcendence - as a way of 
returning to the womb rather than a way of overcoming'. 
Please el.aborate. 

At the end, I will also like to bring to your attention some 
comments of an Indian Heideggerian (perhaps you know 
his work on Heidegger) - J.L. Mehta, to invite your own 
comment on them. In a paper entitled 'Heidegger and the 
Comparison of Indian and Western Philosophy' he has 
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observed that from the scholarly point of view: 

The basic presupposition of the comparative enterprise 
would seem to be a history of Indian philosophy, in all the 
detail and scholarly refinement which the use of Western 
methods of philological and historical research makes 
possible. Only fragments of such a history are as yet avail
able, and we in India can take further steps in this direction 
only when we shed the deep-seated notion that in the field of 
philosophy the historian's job is less philosophical than that 
of the systematic thinker and the dialectician, when we take 
a stance in the present and possess the detachment of 
inquiry which enables historical questions to be raised and 
requires that they be answered. We ask historical questions 
and seek to understand our tradition in its particularity 
when, from the perspective of a novel present, we experience 
a sense of remoteness from it, but also the urgency of a 
dialogue with it The Indian philosophical tradition, like the 
Western, has been sustained by this dialectic of remoteness 
and creative appropriation all through its history, besides 
exhibiting the historical working out of the 'logic' inherent 
in different positions and systems; but by the rise of historical 
consciousness in the last hundred years must itself now be 
seen as marking a novel break in that tradition, demanding, 
a radically new kind of relationship to it, a new way of 
appropriating it, and thus breaking away from the hold of 
what is dead in it and yet being nourished by it 

As a thinker of 'Being' and of 'Time', Heidegger exhibits 
three integrally related features from which the Orient can 
learn: (1) a full awareness of historicity of understanding 
and thinking, even while pushing forward in the attempt to 
transcend it; (2) an intense consciousness of the intellectual 
and spiritual newness of the present, leading him to pose 
new questions to his own philosophical tradition, and thus 
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to see, more vividly than even Hegel, its precise relation and 
relevance to the present as it has been moulded by that tradi
tion; and finally, (3) the radicality of the questioning with 
which the Western metaphysical thinking, not with the 
intent to reject it, as is sometimes asserted, but as the only 
appropriate way in which we today are called upon to renew 
ourselves, as thinkers in a time of need, through an active 
and dedicated grappling with tradition. 

To take only the first as an example, it is well-known how a 
great deal of Heidegger's wrestling with 'the question of 
Being' is bound up with 'what is' at present, here and now, 
with the way Western man is taken up in a technological 
mode of being and of being related to all that is, which for 
him is an extremity of spiritual impoverishment, a time of 
utter need and darkness in which man has ceased even to 
be aware of this need. The essence of the technological, 
according to Heidegger, is not itself technological, but is 
rooted in a destiny of Being (Seinsgeschick) of which the 
'metaphysical' tradition of the West, beginning with Plato 
and culminating in the nihilism of Nietzsche, is an expres
sion in the sphere of thought. The question of Being, as he 
raise·s it, amounts at the same time to a quest for a way of 
thought that can redeem our humanity by overcoming the 
'oblivion way of Being' and so enable us to break the 
omnipotence of technology and live in the world as truly our 
home .... Further, he is also aware of the fact that the 
'technification' oflife originating in the West has enveloped, 
or threatens to envelop, the whole world. This strange 
destiny in which the whole world is caught up is described 
by him as the consuming Europeanization of the Earth, 
confirming in a sense Hegel's claim about the destiny of the 
West. For, to the extent that other cultures adopt the science 
and technology of the West, they also have a share in that 
'history of Being' that progressive withdrawal of Being from 
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man, which is the way Being and man have been related 
during the course and career of Western metaphysical 
thought, constituting its inner logic and hidden history. 

It is this perverse 'triumph' of the West and in consequence 
the spiritual situation of not merely Western man but of men 
of all cultures and traditions today that forms the basic 
challenge to Heidegger's thinking, prompting him to attend 
a new beginning of thought, and to seek a way of thinking 
that is no longer parochial, moving within the charmed 
circle of concepts originating in the Western tradition, but 
planetary, as he calls it, beyond Orient and Occident, and 
for the first time truly world-historical. 

Your comments on this will be most welcome. 
The role of philosophy in relation to a culture as a whole 

needs to be closely looked into as the 'ascetic priests' are 
taken seriously everywhere. Why have they been hailed 
across boundaries? Are they the pioneer architects of 
cultures? Can any culture really do without them? To whom 
then we shall tum to learn what's really wrong with us? Who 
will tell us, as in the context of the West you do, that it has 
turned into a 'sexist', 'racist' and 'imperialist' culture? The 
novelist? Why then, as you write, it is 'among the philosophers 
of the West that Western self-hatred is most prevalent'? (It 
will be interesting to get some examples of that.) If this again, 
as you insist, is an attitude which belongs to the 'annals of 
ascetic priesthood', what is the way out? It seems to me that 
the situation which you describe is something like this: one 
really does not want to go back on the diagnosis regarding 
the state of psyche in which one is but nevertheless resents 
an encounter with an ascetic priest (the philosopher) as it is 
no more a la mode, one would rather talk to a secular analyst 
(the novelist). In other words, the revolt is against an institu
tion whose function cannot be denied but has to be demolished 
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(in the name of what?), hence must be performed by another. 
It is very likely that I am misinterpreting your stand. It is 

precisely in order to avoid such embarassing situation· that 
the prevalent custom in the area of 'dialogue' is to speak to 
the other or about the other and never with the other - in 
which case most of the time the encounter with the 'other' 
remains some sort of a fantasy, one hears only one's own 
voice. I am happy to take the risk as years of exposure alter
natively to the East and the West has taught me that nothing 
can substitute a 'conversation'; it leads one along unpredict
able lines where a new story presses for attention. So, please 
protest wherever my interpretation does not tally with your 
self-understanding. 

I intend to continue but for the moment must rush this to 
you in order to get the conversation started. 

With best wishes and regards, 
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Sincerely, 
Anindita N. Balslev 



II 

Dear Anindita, 

Santa Cruz, California 
August I, 1990 

Let me begin replying to your thoughtful letter of May 6 
by taking up the notion of 'otherness'. It is true that, as you 
say, 'the problems of the one and the many, of identity and 
difference, are ancient themes of philosophy'. But I doubt 
that philosophical discussions of these matters bear on the 
otherness which separates groups of people, and historical 
traditions, from one another. 

The philosophical discussions have largely been about 
the rather artificial problem of understanding how the same, 
self-identical, thing could have many predicates, or about 
the equally artificial problem of which relations which a 
thing bears to other things could be taken away while main
taining the thing's self-identity. I call these problems artificial 
because they arise only if one has a doctrine of real essence -
if one does not, as I would, adopt the nominalist solution of 
saying that self-identity is a function of human interests. 

This nominalism is part of my over-all pragmatist 
outlook. We pragmatists hope to dissolve traditional 
philosophical problems by vieweing them as disguised 
forms of practical problems. Our slogan is that if it doesn't 
make a difference to what we do, it makes no difference at 
all. So we see every thing as simply a nexus of relations, in 
the sense in which a number is simply a nexus of relations to 
other numbers. We regard the question of which of these 
relations are internal to the thing (which could not be taken 
away while maintaining the thing's self-identity) as boiling 
down to the question 'At what point would it be more con
venient to stop using the same name or description, and to 
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start using another one for identificatory purposes"! 
Because of my nominalism and pragmatism, I am reluctant 

to speak, as you do, of 'exploring the "otherness" [between 
cultures or traditions] in an authentic manner'. I would 
prefer to speak of the practical need of the members of an 
interdependent global society to get in touch with each 
other - figure out why the other is saying the strange things 
he or she does. I quite agree that we can set aside the claim 
that 'we are prisoners of our respective conceptual worlds' 
on pragmatic grounds alone. A concept, on my nominalist 
view, is simply the use of a word. We can understand why 
people use other words than we do by noting the different 
environments in which each of us has developed languages -
developed tools for coping with the different practical 
problems which their environments (natural and social) 
present. I do not see that questions about authenticity arise 
in regard to the manner in which we pursue our inquiries 
into those environments and those problems. 

But perhaps by 'authentic manner' here you simply mean 
is a 'non-reductive manner' - one which does not assume 
that the other's words can be straightforwardly translated 
into words which we use. In that case, I quite agree with 
you. As we have learned from Kuhn and Davidson, the learn
ability of a language does not entail that sentences in it can 
be paired off in any straightforward way with sentences in 
another language. But this lack of pairability is not really 
very important; if the possibility of going bilingual exists, 
then this lack is merely a technical inconvenience. Davidson 
has, I think, given us good reason to believe that there is no 
such thing as an unlearnable language, so the possibility of 
bilingualism is always open, though difficult to realize in 
practice. 

You raise the question of whether it may be a 'threat of a 
loss of identity which our ancestors were unaware of that 
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makes us so concerned with 'otherness' today. I am inclined 
to say that there are two factors which explain this concern. 
The first is just the fact you mention earlier - that 
technological civilization, and particularly developments in 
communication and transportation, make it impossible for 
us to ignore the existence of others in a way that was possible 
to our ancestors. But the second is just the love of the exotic -
a love which has become an important feature of Western 
high culture since Herder, Humboldt, and the Romantics. 

This love of the exotic - the taste for new ways of speak
ing and acting - has produced some bad results (those 
diagnosed in Edward Said's Orienta/ism for example) but on 
the whole it has been a progressive element in Western 
culture. For the Romantic idea that experience is wider than 
we have yet imagined (translated by us nominalists into the 
claim that there are not-readily-translatable languages to be 
learned) has helped the West stay alive to the idea that it 
doesn't know it all, and to the possibility that its own 
languages, and its own social practices, are relatively primitive. 
Romanticism has been linked with historicism, and so has 
produced the common Western assumption that our descen
dants will, with luck, speak a richer and more interesting 
language than the one we speak. In this Hegelian-Deweyan 
mood, we are not so much fearing to lose our identity as 
hoping to lose it. To my mind, the best and most hopeful 
element in the high culture of the West is the Romantic 
desire to acquire ever new identities - not to get stuck with 
the one you started with. 

By'exotic', in this context, I do not just mean 'characteristic 
of different lands', but rather 'sufficiently different from 
what one is accustomed to force one to speak differently, to 
use different terms in characterising oneself. So a new 
Western poet or painter can be as exotic, for the West, as an 
old Eastern poet or philosopher. The quest for the exotic is 
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just the attempt to enlarge one's imagination. The Romantic
historicist notion of spiritual progress is not centered around 
the idea of understanding better and better something which 
is waiting out there to be understood, but rather around the 
idea of creating a larger, freer, self. The emphasis thus falls 
not on getting an 'authentic' understanding of an old tradition 
or a new artistic movement but simply on finding something 
in that tradition or that movement which one can use for 
purposes of self-enlargment. More broadly, the emphasis 
falls less on knowing than on imagining, more on freeing 
oneself up than on getting something right. 

Against this background, let me rum to your question 
about how I can make do 'wit4 simply not having a program'. 
You suggest that I ought to have some theoretical justifica
tion for the claim that freedom and equality are 'the West's 
most important legacy', the things in the West which should 
be of most interest to inhabitants of non-Western cultures. 

I do not have any philosophical backup for this claim, 
and do not feel the need of any. The claim is little more than 
a hunch that the way in which the recent We;li: differs most 
interestingly from other cultures that have existed is in 
the utopian social aspirations which it has developed. The 
German historian of ideas Hans Blumenberg has suggested 
that at some point in the process of Europe's becoming 
'modem' the Europeans shifted from thinking of their 
relation to something a historical (God, or the Truth, or the 
order of the Universe) to thinking in terms of their relation to 
their descendants. On Blumenberg's view, their sense of 
what mattered most shifted from an atemporal object to a 
temporal one - the future state of humanity. 

This shift was, it seems to me, partially the cause and 
partially the effect of the hope that science and technology 
might transform the conditions of human existence -
transform them in such a way that hierarchical distributions 

20 



of wealth and power might no longer be necessary for the 
functioning of society. This egalitarian hope flowed 
together, in the history of modem Europe, with the romantic 
hope that human beings might become larger, freer, richer 
beings than they had been in past ages. Taken together, they 
produce the idea that human beings can, without divine 
assistance, become new beings. They can do so simply by 
bringing about the leisure and wealth necessary for a fully 
egalitarian society - one in which basic needs are so well 
satisfied that individual differences of talent and opportunity 
do not arouse the sort of jealousy and resentment which has 
made previous history a struggle between haves and have
nots. 

To sum up this ~unch about what the West has been best 
at: the modem West has created a culture of social hope, as 
opposed to. a culture of endurance. By a culture of 
endurance, I mean one in which there is a consensus that the 
conditions of human life are and always will be frustrating 
and difficul~ and the consequent assumption that either a 
religious afllli]lion with a non-human power, or a 
philosophic~ 'ff'Eceptance of the eternal order of things, is 
required to make life bearable. The high culture of a peace
able society which does not have a future utopia to work for 
will centre around priests or stoical sages. By contrast, the 
high culture of a society permeated by utopian hope will 
centre around suggestions for drastic change in the way 
things are done - it will be a culture of permanent 
revolution. 

I doubt that there is any way to show that the values of 
such a culture of hope can, as you put it, 'be shown to be 
reliable'. For it is a culture of experimentation, and nothing 
guarantees that the experiments will succeed. Technology 
may cause environmental catastrophe. It may also make 
possible the use of a secret police to insure the perpetual rule 
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of a selfish oligarchy; this is the pattern we saw in the USSR 
before Gorbachev came out of nowhere to change everything. 
Ever since the initial hopes raised by the French Revolution 
were dashed by the sans-culottes' Terror, the unreliability 
and riskiness of social experimentation has been clear. 

Attempts have been made (notably by Marx and the 
Marxists) to combine a culture of hope with philosophical 
guarantees of reliability. These attempts consist in treating 
History as an object of inquiry, analogous to God or Nature. 
To my mind, any such attempt is a mistake, a misguided 
effort to keep something like knowledge-as-contemplation 
alive in a culture which has realized that theory is useful 
only insofar as it guides or changes practice. Philosophies of 
history which attempt to discern underlying patterns are, in 
effect, insisting that History is just more Nature - that 
humanity is not recreating itself, but merely acting out a role 
written for it by something non-human. Dewey was, I think, 
right in recognizing that one could usefully tell stories about 
the course of past history, but that one had to stop short at the 
present - that the future is a matter of hope and luck rather 
than of knowledge. 

Heidegger seems to me an example of a Western thinker 
who, unlike Dewey, was unable to resist the temptation to 
claim a knowledge of the future. His discussions of technology 
are forecasts of a endlessly spreading desert, a world in 
which human happiness, and perhaps even human equality, 
are attained at the cost oflosing touch with Being. In his use, 
the term 'Being' becomes a name for everything most worth 
being in touch with. So his forecast of what will happen if we 
do not find some new post-metaphysical way of Thinking is 
a forecast of disaster. This forecast seems to me as bad as 
the Marxists' forecast of the inevitable triumph of the 
proletariat and of a communist society - not because either 
forecast is known to be inaccurate but because nothing 
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could be adequate evidence for either. Marx hoped for, and 
Heidegger dreaded, what Mehta calls (in the passage you 
cite) 'the consuming Europeanization of the Earth'. I myself 
have no better scenario to write to spell out my hopes for the 
future than such Europeanization. But I would not want to 
justify this scenario by appeal to philosophical principles, or 
by any other sort of claim to knowledge. 

I quite agree with Mehta that Heidegger has helped us 
develop an increased awareness of the historicity of 
understanding, but I am less sure that he has helped us to 
'an intense consciousness of the intellectual and spiritual 
newness of the present'. This is because what seems to me 
new about the recent European past is not the increased 
pragmatism of high culture - what Heidegger thinks of as its 
nihilism, its deification of instrumental reason - but rather 
the increased freedom which has become possible for 
previously oppressed groups ( e.g., unskilled laborers, 
women). To my mind, Heidegger neglects political newness 
for spiritual newness, and sees the political as merely a 
pallid reflection of the spiritual. He is unable to consider the 
possibility that social hope - hope for greater equality and 
less hierarchy - itself has spiritual significance. To put it 
another way, he tells a story about the modem newness 
Which is confined to the newness ofNietzschean pragmatism 
in the history of philosophy. He acts as if an understanding 
of Nietzsche were automatically an understanding of 
modernity, of modem Europe. 

As I see the matter, the pragmatism common to Nietzsche 
and to Dewey is a good thing, but only because it clears away 
some out-dated philosophical assumptions. These assump
tions are those left over from the days when the West had a 
culture of endurance rather than one of hope - a culture 
in which knowledge was assumed to be more important 
than imagination, finding more important than making. 
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Pragmatism is useful for getting such assumptions out of the 
path of social progress, but pragmatism is not of the essence 
of the modem age, for pragmatism is merely a philosophical 
doctrine, and philosophical doctrines are not basic to 
historical epochs. 

I am dubious about Mehta's claim - the claim which 
ends the passage from him which you cite - that Heidegger's 
'new beginning' is 'planetary, beyond Orient and Occidtmt, 
and for the first time truly world-historical'. Certainly 
Heidegger wanted to get beyond 'merely Western' assump-, 
tions, but equally certainly all he managed to do was to react 
against Western assumptions, and to hope that the West was 
not humanity's (or, in his terms, Being's) last word. I do not 
see why a highly specific and local reaction against highly 
specific and local conditions should claim 'planetary' or 
'world-historical' significance. Perhaps Mehta's view will 
tum out to be justified; for all I know, the planetary civiliza
tion of the future will find inspiration in Heidegger and view 
his reaction against Nietzsche as a decisive turning-point. I 
certainly cannot prove the contrary, but I should be very 
surprised if the area of Heidegger's expertise - the canonical 
texts of Western philosophy - actually had the significance 
for humanity as a whole which Heidegger attributed to it. 

In my 'Philosophers, Novelists, and Inter-Cultural 
Comparisons' paper (the one I read in Hawaii) I admitted 
that ascetic priests may well be indispensable to culture. It 
may be, as you suggest, that no culture will ever be able to do 
without them. But it seems to me that your comments on 
what I said in that paper run together two functions - that of 
imaginatively attaining new perspectives and that of social 
protest against cruelty and injustice. In the West, the 
novelists and journalists seem to me to have taken over the 
latter function, though not the former. The West has been 
learning about its racism, its sexism and its imperialism not 

24 



from philosophers, but from people who give us detailed 
accounts of what these social vices have done to individual 
human lives. As I see it, social protest is not a matter of what 
you call 'diagnosis regarding the state of the psyche' but 
rather of calling attention to the effects of injustice on the 
victims. That is a distinct function from the one I attributed 
to the ascetic priests - speaking in new tongues, throwing 
out fresh metaphors, opening up new imaginative possibilities. 
Dickens did not do any of the latter things, but he did 
manage to make injustice and cruelty more visible than it 
had been previously. 

Let me conclude this letter by saying something in response 
to your request for clarification of my remark that at the 
Hawaii conference we both attended 'the East did not meet 
the West'. Certainly East met West with considerable profit, 
but what I felt did not happen was that the philosophers 
from the West and those from the East found common 
options to discuss, options which were, for both, what 
William James called 'live, immediate and forced'. I suppose 
what I am really getting at is that the conference did not give 
me a sense of what the really hard choices confronting 
Eastern intellectuals of the present day are. Nor, I suspect, 
did my Eastern colleagues have much of a sense of the 
choices confronting their Western counterparts. I did not get 
the sense I hoped to attain of what it felt like to be an intellectual 
in a country whose native traditions have little to do with the 
Western hopes of a freer and more equal future generation. 
It seems to me that this hope is so basic to so much of 
Western philosophy since Hegel, that it is hard to get a sense 
of Eastern reactions to contemporary Western philosohical 
thought without having a sense of their reactions to current 
attempts to implement this hope. My hunch is that this sense 
might have been easier to attain if the participants in the 
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conference had discussed philosophy less and politics (and 
perhaps novels) more. 
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With all good wishes, 
Dick R 



III 

Charlottesville 
1 June, 1990 

Dear Dick 

In continuation of my letter of May 6, I wonder how you 
would respond to the view that depicting the novelist as the 
key spokesman of our time does not necessarily imply a 
rejection of philosophical thinking but that it rather reflects 
a move which can be described as a form of 'genre mixing' -
an idea to which I will return shortly. 

Moreover, a dialogue may be a very adequate and fruitful 
medium for conveying a philosophical message and, as a 
matter of fact, has been an ancient practice both in India 
and Greece. I do not see any difficulty in fantasizing that 
instead of an official spokesman of philosophy who 
appears, so to speak, in a well recognised uniform, now a 
character from a play or a novel will ask the questions, 
another will forward answers and still another will 
repudiate and reformulate the questions that today we 
describe as 'philosophical' inquiry. I have, however, great 
difficulty in imagining that human beings will ever 'succeed' 
in suppressing the source from which the torrent of ques
tions have emerged in the past and are still emerging. After 
all, the conversation that is called philosophy, even in its 
very early days, has been in the form of questions and 
answers. Some of the issues which in later days of Indian 
thought became favourite topics for inteilectual battle can 
be traced back to such exchanges between teacher and 
pupil, husband and wife or father and son - as recorded in 
the Upanisads, and other less authoritative but influential 
sources. A change of format is not the end of a certain genre 
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of discourse; it may have other ways and other modes of self
expression. Myths, dialogues, debates have all been found to 
be suitable medium for carrying out such a project. It is 
perhaps so, simply because there are many ways of looking 
at philosophy. 

When there is a marriage between philosophy and drama 
or novel, what often dominates the narrative is the actual 
input of the ideas that guide the decisions, choices and the 
course of actions of the different characters. Certainly during 
my graduate days in Paris, especially while reading Sartre, I 
found that some of the characters of his plays and novels are 
superb existentialists. In other words, novels and plays in 
some ways served better, the cause of Sartre's philosophy 
than his official philosophical treatises, such as L'Etre et le 
Neant and others, (and certainly more effectively spread the 
message to many more readers). 

A mixing of genres, perhaps gives the author the freedom 
to cross the rigidity of the boundaries, and may be 
recognised as a novel and effective medium for the 
philosopher of tomorrow. 

As you know, Clifford Geertz has talked eloquently about 
the 'Blurred Genres' as a phenomenon which is widespread 
today, when: 

It is difficult to label either authors (What is Foucault -
historian, philosopher, political theorist? What is Thomas 
Kuhn - historian, philosopher, sociologist of knowledge?) 
or to classify works (What is George Steiner's After Babel -
linguistics, criticism, culture history? What is William Gass's 
On Being Blue - treatise, causerie, aplogetic?). And thus it is 
more than a matter of odd sports and occasional curiosities, 
or of the admitted fact that the innovative is, by definition, 
hard to categorize. It is a phenomenon general enough to 
suggest that what we are seeing is not just another redrawing 
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of the cultural map - the moving of a few disputed borders, 
the marking of some more picturesque mountain lakes -
but an alteration of the principles of mapping. Something is 
happening to the way we think about the way we think. 
(Blurred Genres: The Refiguration of Social Thought, 
in The American Scholar 49, 1980) 

What do you think is 'happening'? Is it really an event of 
any major significance? Since Geertz's paper came out, a 
decade has passed. Are you convinced that the boundaries 
of disciplines will shift to a point where the global 'cultural 
map' will begin to look different, more than a mere minor 
adaptation here and there? If so, it is bound to have a profound 
impact on cross-cultural studies. It seems to me to be so 
since the criteria for determining the ·otherness' of the other 
cultures are systematically supplied by the various dis
ciplines which 'study' cultures such as Geertz's own 
discipline - anthropology. 

Perhaps this is a question which belongs to that domain 
which deals with what is called the power politics of 
knowledge. It is evident to anyone that the various dis
ciplines have a deep influence on and a complex relation 
with the structures of power and value around which the 
society at large organises its life. It can also be seen the other 
way round, by putting it in terms of the existing power struc
tures that sustain and support the institutions which 
cultivate these disciplines and disseminate knowledge 
accordingly. Thus, self-criticism on the part of such 
disciplines - which avowedly claim it to be their business to 
study cultures - should be encouraged if new descriptions/ 
interpretations are at all to emerge. These descriptions 
which are open as well as camouflaged interpretations of 
'Us' and They' are not only expressions of the sort ofremote 
from life, pure and simple theoretical sophistications but 
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embody built-in attitudes and assumptions that eventually 
come to play a decisive role in the choices and decisions we 
make and thereby influence the course of our actions. In a 
literate society, the 'common' man, even if he has not 
acquired all the theoretical sophistications, has been trained 
in institutions which have made sure that he is equipped 
with images of the self and the other, based on a so-called 
'objective study', that shape his attitudes and actions (of 
which he may not be always aware) in the transactions of 
his daily life. Today, therefore, there is a demand for an 
analytical and critical scrutiny of the various disciplines, 
which is prompted by the need for a fresh self-understanding 
and a review of alterity. Recall Edward W. Said's observations: 

The entire history of nineteenth-century European thought 
is filled with such discriminations as these, made between 
what is fitting for us and what is fitting for them, the former 
designated as inside, in place common, belonging, in a word 
above, the latter, who are designated as outside, excluded, 
aberrant, inferior, in a word below. From these distinctions, 
which were given their hegemony by the culture, no one 
could be free, not even Marx - as a reading of his articles on 
India and the Orient will immediately reveal ... they are to 
be found everywhere in such subjects and quasi-subjects as 
linguistics, history, race theory, philosophy, anthropology 
and even biology. 
('Secular Criticism', in Critical Theory Since 1965 ed. 
by Adams and Searle 1986, p. 612) 

In other words, the task that is set by our critical 
consciousness is not to let go the official, standard inter
pretative practices of these disciplines unquestioned but to 
unmask their professed neutrality. With the growth of a keen 
critical awareness regarding the importance of learning 'to 
think globally', it seems to me, the demand for an authentic 
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cross-cultural study will have to be seriously taken. It will, 
most likely, shake the existing frames of disciplines for 
which the boundaries of cultures have been the object of 
study. There is an acute need for new interpretive strategies. 
This will have a direct bearing on the boundaries that 
disciplines so far have demarcated in the way they have 
studied cultures. Questions will arise such as, how does one 
define the 'boundary' today? In what way is it different from 
that of yesterday - when the stories of'othemess' of the other 
cultures were a part of the repertoir of humanities' travellers' 
tales? If there is no significant alteration in these notions, 
what then is that 'distance' that technology supposedly has 
'killed'? What are the emerging perceptions regarding 'the 
fusion of horizons' between cultures (to borrow an expres
sion of Gadamer)? Is there resistance to 'change'? If so, how 
does it express itself? 

Some years ago I saw on the television, Margaret Mead 
suggesting that chairs should be instituted for professors 
studying the 'future' sine~ there are already many in the 
universities for those studying the 'past'. I recall it as a 
relevant advice in this context. A search for a new paradigm, 
with the view to comprehend identity and difference in the 
broad and general area demarcated for cross-cultural 
studies, has to be carried out in an inter-disciplinary context. 
Such a study has to deal with a cluster of problems which 
requires, no doubt, familiarity with the past records of our 
interpretive discourses and of our actions but it also calls for 
a sense for the 'future'. To sense that change is inevitable 
even if it is not visible in any gigantic scale perhaps is more 
disturbing to the thinking mind than is generally admitted. 
To ask the relevant questions, let alone to answer them, 
requires imagination and skill - about how to draw from the 
Past yet be forward looking. Recently questions have been 
raised about the rigidity and fluidity of the boundaries of 
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disciplines, touching upon the issues of how freely one may 
move from one discipline to another covering a range of 
different but not unconnected areas of inquiry. Is it possible 
to guess the changing roles of disciplines in relation to the 
rest of the culture? Or, can one even predict the end of some 
disciplines (such as the end of philosophy, for example)? Let 
us hope that it is so that the time is ripe for something to 
happen. What we need, however, is a sense of direction. 
Where are those cosmopolitan thinkers who know how 'to 
think globally' without demolishing the local differences? 
We need those who can perceive the encounter-situation 
as a possibility for greater self-enrichment in an unexpected 
manner, opening up unpredictable avenues of self-develop
ment. It of course also involves facing the tension between 
the self and the other, risking even the possibility of having 
to admit the oversights and blindness of one's own tradition. 

To approach 'cross cultures' as an intellectual adventure 
calls for a resolution to free ourselves (i.e. the participants) of 
the indoctrinations to which we have all been subjected. 
Surely, all this requires that the participants have more 
info~ation. The alien cultural tradition, one has the 
impression, has been in the West very largely a subject of 
interest for the non-philosophers. The mainstream Western 
philosophy can hardly be said to have made much effort in 
that direction so far. It seems that there is a genuine need to 
have conferences and workshops devoted to this purpose. 
One of the questions which probably calls for attention at 
the outset concerns the very concept of philosophy - is it 
essentially a Greek concept? or 'is there philosophy in Asia'? 
Does 'Darsana' or 'Anviksiki' in the Sanskritic tradition 
correspond at all to what is called philosophy in the West? 

It is also essential to probe into the age-old habits of 
contrasting the Indian and Western thought traditions, say
ing for example that Indian thought, as distinct from the 

32 



Western, is spiritual, that it relies more on intuition than on 
intellect. I need not go into these here as I am sure that you 
have come across such a list of dichotomies over and over 
again. There is, however, little doubt in my mind that one of 
,the major .tasks that lie before the scholar involved in corss
cultural studies is to identify and eventually unmask the 
stereotyped images that have vitiated inter-cultural under
standing. Changing the world (as they say) involves, at least 
to a large extent, changing the construal of the 'otherness' of 
the other, which will eventuaily alter the self-understanding 
of the participants as well. In any case, there can be hardly 
any doubt that something is bound to happen if the scholars 
across boundaries take genuine interest in such a project and 
are willing to seek novel strategies. 

I myself became acutely aware of the problems of cross
cultural studies in the course of working on the theme of 
time - a theme which has deservedly drawn the profound 
attention of the philosophers in the West especially during 
the last one hundred years. Along with my passionate 
interest in the development of the various ideas on time in 
the history of Western thinking, I went through the 
Sanskritic texts in search of distinct conceptual models of 
time that emerged in the history of Indian thought. I found 
that the philosophical situation in the Indian context was at 
serious variance with what I was given to believe, viz. that 
time is not an issue of major importance in Indian thought, 
that time is generally considered to be illusory, that time is 
not linear but cyclic. The situation is, as is to be expected in a 
major thought tradition, a spectacular display of a wide 
range of contrasting and conflicting views. If some 
advocated a view of absolute time, others questioned this 
very idea. Again for some, time is discrete as opposed to 
continuous and so on and so forth. Being a central theme, 
these different views of time were woven into the texture of 

33 



various schemes that know of a great variety of notions 
regarding beingtbecoming and non-being, space and causality. 

For an understanding of the ancient Indian cosmological 
speculations, where one comes across the idea of repeated 
creation and dissolution, the theme of time comes to play an 
important role. The grand cosmological model that is wide
spread in the Indian conceptual world, is one where each 
world cycle is measured in astronomical terms ( cf. my paper 
on 'Cosmology and Hindu Thought', Zygon, March 1990). 

In an inter-cultural context, however, this vast panorama 
of Indian thought with all its variations and contrasts is 
often ignored and cliches such as that the Indian view of 
time is cyclic and other stereotyped ideas have been 
repeated endlessly. I will not go into the details here as I have 
discussed this question, at the risk of repeating myself, in 
various talks and papers as in Time, Science and Society in 
China and the West, ed. Fraser, Lawrence and Haber, Univ. 
of Massachusettes Press, 1986). I became acutely aware of 
the pernicious implications and consequences of such 
apparently simple metaphorical descriptions which set up 
the thought traditions of the world almost as 'diagram
matically opposed'. Sometimes this is done in such a manner 
that to the participants of a given culture it seems more like a 
caricature, since it does not tally with their self-understanding. 
This has impact on various facets of cross-cultural studies, 
as time is a theme which is intertwined with various aspects 
of the distinct history of our cultural traditions - covering 
the wide domains of mythology and religion, science and 
philosophy. Many perceptive culture historians, and con
cerned theologians who have attempted to classify and 
appraise the major views concerning time and history (cf. 
Arnold Toynbee,A Study of History, New York, 1972 and Paul 
Tillich, The Protestant Era, Chicago, 1948) have been led 
astray by such facile generalisations. 
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The 'bias towards overthematization' is undeniably glaring 
when one observes how the expressions oflinear and cyclic 
time have come to designate distinct cultural experiences of 
time. As I have cited elsewhere, the observation made by an 
anthropologist, P. Kay, is relevant in this context: 

Time is perhaps the favorite thing anthropologists point to 
so as to exaggerate the exoticness of other people, they love 
to say things like 'time is this' for us but it is like that for the 
folk that I studied. 

I take this as a specimen of self-criticism of a discipline -
anthropology, regarding how it ascribes a sense of otherness 
to the culture which is the object of its study. It is indeed not 
a trivial observation. It should be questioned whether the 
experiences ofirreversibility and recurrence are emphasised 
in any such absolute and exclusive manner in any culture 
that such schematizations of cultural representation of time 
can be justified, even if one insists - as does C. Geertz - that 
'the question isn't really whether everybody has every 
thing ... but rather the degree to which things are elaborated 
and their power and force'. (Having seen the pernicious 

· influence of these time-metaphors, one would wish that 
Geertz paid more attention to what Kay was saying.) 

It is indeed amazing to note how cycles and arrows 
gradually cease to be simple time-metaphors and come to 
get associated with such concepts as history, progress and 
even salvation. It also becomes slowly apparent how the 
schematizations of time-representations of various cultures 
express what Fabian in his Tzme and the Other described as 
'denial of coevalness' to the other culture. 

As one peruses the relevant literature, one sees that it is 
not at all very unusual that the concept of time in one 
tradition is played down as contrasted with another. 
Arnaldo Momigliano, in an essay entitled 'Time in Ancient 
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Historiography' (in Quano Contributo, Rome, 1969) 
observes: 'In some cases they oppose lndo-European to 
Semitic, in other cases Greek to Hebrew, in others still Greek 
to Jewish-Christian or Christian alone'. I keep repeating 
these citations over and over again as these are all warnings 
which must be paid heed to by those interested in cross
cultural conversations. Unfortunately, to set up one tradi
tion against another is nothing uncommon in schemes that 
are especially worked out to aid cross-cultural and inter
religious dialogue. The presuppositions of such schemes 
often go unnoticed and therefore their untenability is not 
detected. These cliches, evidently block our perceptions by 
giving a simplistic picture of a tradition or a culture. 

As you may recall I presented some of these ideas in an 
inter-disciplinary symposium (1989) on the theme ofTime
Metaphors: Cycles and Arrows, which I organised with 
Professor H. Kelly, then Dean of the Faculty of Arts and 
Sciences, University of Virginia.· This symposium was an 
attempt to review how cycles and arrows as time-metaphors 
appear in discourses in an inter-disciplinary (such as 
biology, physics, cosmology, theology) context. Cycles and 
arrows being major metaphors appear and reappear not 
only in our every-day discourse but take on, in the frame of 
specific disciplines, technical significance. Since time is a 
multi-dimensional issue, the early formulations of various 
traditions are of particular interest for the self-understanding 
of cultures. Recall St. Augustine's City of God where he 
polemises against a certain Greek view of 'circular time' 
which is derived from a world view in which 'during count
less past ages, at very prolonged yet definite intervals, the 
same Plato, the same city and the same students had existed 
again and again'. Augustine by repudiating this view of 
exact mechanical recurrence, not only of cosmological 
processes but also of individual destinies, puts in relief the 
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Christian contribution to the religious interpretation of time. 
It seems to me that one of the vital problems in the area of 

cross-cultural studies is to see how the interpretation of an 
'outsider' relates to the historical process of interpretation by 
the members of the community themselves, i.e. the 'insiders'. 
The problem of understanding then is this second level of 
interpretation. The important question is what would be the 
criterion for distinguishing an authentic interpretation by 
an 'outsider' from an inauthentic one? One could just as well 
also ask whether the interpretations of the 'insiders' are 
always authentic. It is evident that the distinction between 
an authentic and an inauthentic interpretation is not 
equivalent to the distinction between an outsider's and an 
insider's interpretation. What would be the pragmatist's 
solution to this? If one says that no matter whether the 
interpretation is the insider's or the outsider's, that inter
pretation alone is to be considered to be authentic which is 

, really grounded in the historical consciousness of a tradi-
i , tion, in that case what new can at all emerge in the second 

level of interpretation? It is, however, certain that an 
outsider's interpretation cannot be deemed to be authentic if 
the community of the insiders find it not to tally with their 
own self-understanding. I am sure that you will have illumi-

. nating comments on these questions. 
By the way, I saved your letter which you wote to me after 

reading my paper presented at the symposium on Time
rnetaphors, precisely because I wished that you further 
elaborate your insightful comments on this issue. This 
seems to me to be a suitable occasion for requesting you to 
do so as it has direct relevance for our present exchange. 
With reference to my paper you wrote: 

I found it very illuminating indeed ... .I thought your quote 
from Momigliano very apt, and I thought your material 
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added a loJ of force to the point he was making. My hunch 
is that if Kant hadn't called space and time 'forms of 
sensibility' we would have heard much less from anthro
pologists and cultural historians than we have about 
different 'experiences of time'. The Kantian metaphors have 
had an extraordinarily wide-ranging and, on the whole, 
pernicious effect. 

I look foiward to reading your observations as time is a 
question in which my interest does not seem to fade, so any 
fresh insight pertaining to any aspect of this issue is 
welcome. The remarks that you make in your letter, it seems 
to me, when elaborated, will help to understand some inter
connections between philosophy and other disciplines in 
the West that directly deal with cross-cultural studies. It will 
be interesting to hear from you how you perceive the culture 
historian and the anthropologist operating, actually being 
influenced by the Kantian metaphor. 

It will be also fascinating to see how you employ the idea 
of interpretation while describing the encounter-situation in 
the context of the meeting of philosophical traditions (for 
the inoment let us lay aside the issue whether philosophy is 
exclusively a Greek concept or not) stemming from diverse 
cultural soils. Here, that is, the sort of conference we are 
hoping for, the dialogue partners are our contemporaries, all 
of whom carry a heavy burden of the past without which 
they will be at a loss to locate themselves in a philosophical 
space. Do you agree with the theory of interpretation of 
Gadamer on all points when he writes that: 

Every encounter with tradition that takes place within 
historical consciousness involves the experience of the 
tension between the text and the present. The hermeneutic 
task consists in not covering up this tension by attempting 
a naive assimilation but consciously bringing it out This 
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. I 

is why it is part of the hermeneutic approach to project an 
historical horizon that is different from the horizon of the 
present. Historical consciousness is aware of its own other
ness and hence distinguishes the horizon of tradition from 
its own. On the other hand, it is itself, as we are trying to 
show, only something laid over a continuing tradition, and 
hence it immediately recombines what it has distinguished 
in order, in the unity of the historical horizon that it thus 
acquires, to become again one with itself (p. 273). 

HoW would you read the significance when transposed in 
an inter-cultural context? 

As I was saying earlier, perhaps there are many ways of 
looking at philosophy and the description of the encounter
situation will vary accordingly. I enjoyed reading when you 
write that: 

Philosophy started off as a confused combination of the 
love of wisdom and the love of argument .... As philosophical 
thought changed and grew ... both wisdom and argumenta
tion became far more various than Plato dreamed .... Given 
the nineteenth-century complications .... One cannot even 
seek an essence for philosophy as an academic Fach 
(because one would first have to choose the country in 
whose universities' catalogs one was to look). The 
philsophers' own scholastic little definitions of 'philosophy' 
are merely polemical devices - intended to exclude from the 
field of honor those whose pedigrees are unfamiliar. We can 
pick out 'the philosophers' in the contemporary intellectual 
world only by noting who is commenting on a certain 
sequence of historical figures. All that 'philosophy' as a 
name for a sector of culture means is 'talk about Plato, 
Augustine, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Frege, Russell ... and 
that lot'. Philosophy is best seen as a kind of writing. It 
is delimited, as is any literary genre, not by form or matter, 
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but by tra~ition - a family romance involving, e.g., Father 
Parrnenides, honest old Uncle Kant, and bad brother 
Derrida. 
(Consequences of Pragmatism, The University of 
Minnesota Press, 1982, 91-21). 

Will you grant that the very concept of philosophy is a 
generic concept? As a genre of thinking, as a kind of writing 
it may retain a well-recognisable character - and this is no 
trans-cultural abstraction - in the distinctly different expres
sions. How do we recognise art, music or literature in other 
cultures? If there is no question of making any special effort 
in obtaining any inter-cultural consensus about these which 
presupposes a trans-cultural 'we', why treat philosophy as 
an expression which is restricted to any single culture? 

There have been many myths about the 'East' in the West 
and vice versa. As an example of a well-articulated descrip
tion of how Eastern thought was assessed, consider the 
following lines which Husserl wrote in 1935 in his 
Philosophy and the Crisis of Humanity: 

Today we have a plethora of works about Indian 
philosophy, Chinese philosophy, etc., in which these are 
placed on a plane with Greek philosophy and are taken .as 
merely different historical forms under one and the same 
idea of culture. Naturally, common features are not lacking. 
Nevertheless, one must not allow the merely morphologically 
general features to hide the intentional depths so that one 
becomes blind to the most essential differences of 

principle. 

Husserl did not stop there but attempted to focus on these 
differences, voicing an opinion which is not grounded on. 
any genuine acquaintance but rather a superficial charac
terization of Eastern thought. He points out: 
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In both cases one may notice a world-encompassing interest 
that leads on both sides - thus also in Indian, Chinese, and 
similar 'philosophies' - to universal knowledge of the world, 
everywhere working itself out as a vocation-like life-interest, 
leading through understandable motivations to vocational 
communities in which the general results are propagated or 
develop from generation to generation. But only in the 
Greeks do we have a universal ('cosmological') life-interest 
in the essentially new form of a purely 'theoretical' attitude ... 
and the corresponding, essentially new ( community) of 
philosophies, of scientists (mathematicians, astronomers 
etc.). These are men who, not in isolation but with one 
another and for one another, i.e. in interpersonally bound 
communal work, strive for and bring about theoria and 
nothing but theoria. 

It is indeed interesting that the intellectuals in the West 
usually do not see~ to have much trouble in discerning 
1-Iindu mathematics as mathematics, astronomy as astronomy 

: -, or grammar as grammar or even poetry as poetry, why, I 
, Wonder, it is especially difficult tu recognise any cross

cultural experience and expression as philosophy. 
You write in your review of a book, devoted to various 

aspects of comparative philosophy, that: 

The attempt to compare 'philosophies' either means 
comparing entire intellectual horizons - or it means 
comparing something much more narrow and specialized. 
What we in the West call 'philosophy' became what it is 
by successively distinguishing itself, self-consciously and 
insistently, from theology, natural science, and literature_ 
The sequence of intellectual history was very different in the 
various parts of Asia, so we may well wonder ... whether 
applying the term 'philosophy' to Asian books is more than 
an empty gesture, a stilted complement that creates more 
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awkwardness than collegiality. Unless we fall in with what 
Ninian Srnart calls 'the imperial assumption that somehow 
there is a clearly well-defined place in our intellectual finna
ment for what is called philosophy', we shall have to grant 
Smart's claim that 'modem western philosophy has been th_e 
product of a number of cultural accidents, one of which is 
institutionalization of universities into a departmental 
structure'. It is perfectly reasonable to ask, without condes
cension and in honest bewildennent, the question which 
fonns the title of Staal's essay 'Is There Philosophy in Asia'? 
For this is not the question 'Is Asia Intellectually Mature'? 
but the question 'Have Asians had any of the needs which 
have led Western universities to teach Seneca, Ockham, 
Hume and Husserl in the same department? 
(In Interpreting Across Boundaries: New Essays in 
Comparative Philosophy, ed. Gerald James Larson and 
Eliot Deutch, Princeton, 1988). 

Perhaps what we need, more than any amount of sophisti
cated a priori arguments designed to inquire where there is 
philosophy and where it is non-existent, is to find devices to 
make us familiar with each others' tradition - as you have 
said that like literature philosophy is not a matter of form or 
matter but that of a tradition. Any a priori argument (such as 
insisting on the differences in intellectual histories or, 
others) need to be postponed until effort is made by profes
sional philosophers to acquaint themselves with the 
intellectual traditions to which they have been hitherto. 
closed, and in your case - if I may say so - until you 'can' 
sketch a dramatic narrative leading up to ourselves'. 'The 
story of the making of the modem mind' will then be even 
thousandfold richer. 

I am very much inclined to think that the more th~:· 
philosophers of different parts of the world will become 
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familiar with each others' traditions, it will be seen that 
philosophers need not fear the vigilant guards waiting at the 
boundaries. In whatever way we may think of demarcating 
human thinking, we need not be put off by such geographical 
descriptions as German idealism, American pragmatism or 
Indian Vedanta as designation of territories where only a 
native can have a proper access and others can contemplate 
only from outside. If there is an authentic urge today for the 
meeting of minds across boundaries, let us by all means 
seize upon this psychological factor as a saving grace. 

The aim of such a conversation is not to obliterate· dif
ferences, not by any means, but on the contrary to preserve 
them as they arouse in us 'a renewed sense of wonder and 
novelty' (as Daya Krishna describes it). 

On the theoretical level, however, there are problems to 
be faced and resolved. Even if there is no difficulty in grant
ing that diversity is something immensely desirable, the idea 
of ethnocentrism needs to be carefully spelled out. 
Ethnocentrism, whether every author actually describes the 
phenomenon by that term or not, has found several promi
nent exponents in our days. Levi-Strauss spoke strongly 
against Unesco cosmopolitanism in his well-known work, 
The Views from Afar. He pointed out the importance of not 'to 
confuse racism ... with attitudes that are normal, even 
legitimate ... and unavoidable'. To advocate cosmopolitanism 
is not to deprive a culture of its right to be understood in its 
own terms and its need to resist other cultures from which it 
distinguishes itself. Some have argued, against this position, 
by pointing out that to support ethnocentrism may lead to 
abandon such aspirations of equality, liberty and fraternity 
on the part of all those cultures claiming a distinct identity 
and to foster the wish that one's cultural values alone should 
prevail. This latter position has a good possibility of being 
interpreted as a form of cultural imperialism in disguise. 
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This could be said, I would imagine, when you claim that 
'the pragmatist attempt to see the history of humanity as the 
history of the gradual replacement of force by persuasion, 
the gradual spread of certain virtues typical of the democratic 
West' ... unless you disclose the steps of the argument why 
you think that these are commendable for the entire world? 
Which are, specifically, the virtues you have in mind? Even 
then, one may still find difficulties at the theoretical level of 
inter-cultural communication. If one follows the Deweyan 
idea and thinks of 'rationality not as the application of 
criteria (as in a tribunal) but as the achievement of consensus 
(as in a town meeting)', how does a politically conscious 
intellectual make any recommendation when the 'other' has 
not been present in the meeting? One may insist that in 
your frame there cannot be any sense for 'we' - according to 
you the pragmatist who has 'given up the Kantian idea of 
emancipation' there is no 'persistent we, in the sense of a 
trans-historical meta_physical subject, in order to tell stories 
of progress. The only 'we' we need is a local and a temporary 
one: 'we' means something like 'us twentieth-century Western 
social democratic intellectuals'. At the level of theory what is 
exactly achieved? Despite the whole set ofideas - to renounce 
the idea of a trans-historical criterion of justice or the notion 
of a human nature or even insisting on persuasion rather 
than of force - the pragmatist seems to have aroused noth
ing but suspicion. This is obvious from the writings of your 
opponents (think of Taylor and others). What you describe 
to be your position - a form of 'mild ethnocentrism' - has 
been seen by others as 'secondary narcissism', as 'fascism', 
even as 'cultural imperialism'. 

If these sort of objections and questions are not infre
quent, it only shows that you are widely read. If this is not a 
correct understanding of the pragmatist position that you 
hold, a direct response from you is needed. I know that you 
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have answered to some of these charges raised by your 
opponents (as in Cosmopolitanism Without Emancipation: 
A reply to Lyotard; or, in Comments On Geertz's 'The Use of 
Diversity'). It will be interesting, however, if you deal with 
these questions here, even if you cannot go into the detail, as 
these ideas have direct bearing on cross-cultural studies, 
which is the principal concern of our conversation. I would 
also like to hear what your vision really is regarding the 
'future cosmopolitan society', what are the impications of 
the idea of the 'ever more inclusive universal histories' for 
the non-western-world? After all, in your own admission the 
'we' refers to the 'we twentieth-century Western social 
democratic intellectuals' and the vocabulary of this ethnic 
group is supposed to be 'the best vocabulary the race has 
come up with so far'. 

The pragmatist utopia to build a cosmopolitan world
society will be still suspected. It is just not enough to say: 'The 
pragmatist drops the revolutionary rhetoric of emancipation 
and unmasking (shared by Voltaire, Julien Benda, and 
Edward Said) in favour of a reformist rhetoric about 
increased tolerance and decreased suffering'. If you think 
that this observation and the ones from your opponents do 
not do justice to the pragmatist ideas that you are advocat
ing, please say it (as loudly as you can). 

I would really appreciate if you elaborate on the 
pragmatists' understanding of human solidarity. In your 
paper entitled 'Postmodernist Bourgeois Liberalism', The 
Journal of Philosophy, 1983, you have summarised the basic 
attitudes that debates in contemporary social philosophy 
reflect. You describe it as: 

three-cornered debate between Kantians (like John Rawls and 
Ronald Dworkin) who want to keep an ahistorical morality
prudence distinction as a buttress for the institutions and 
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practices of the surviving democracies, those (like the post
Marxist philosophical left in Europe, Roberto Unger, and 
Alasdair MacIntyre) who want to abandon these institutions 
both because they presuppose a discredited philosophy and 
for other, more concrete, reasons, and those (like Michael 
Oakshott and John Dewey) who want to preserve the 
institutions while abandoning their traditional backup 
(p. 583-84). 

This is an intriguing picture. It will be interesting to know 
whether your 'distrust of meta-narratives' and your views on 
postmodernist bourgeois liberalism will undergo any 
change if one places this debate in a wider context than the 
contemporary West, in a cross-cultural context, for example, 
which is the backdrop of this exchange. On a theoretical 
level how does one proceed to resolve inter-societal or intra
societal tensions if the legitimacy of principles - moral and/ 
or prudent - which govern our actions are entirely derived 
from the practices of the members of a given society. Let 
alone the differences between different groups or societies, 
even among the so-called same group there are controversies 
and .disputes. To what does one appeal in the absence of a 
meta-narrative which could, so to speak, provide with 
norms, rules (such as the notion of an ahistorical human 
nature, or a universal concept of rationality or something 
else), how does one cope with the question of any code of 
human behaviour-while attempting to make a theory - and 
persuade anyone whose rules of the game are otherwise? On 
what basis, for example, can you recommen<;l certain virtues 
of the democratic West to the entire world? Is there not an 
unrecognized assumption somewhere - because of which 
these pragmatic 'virtues' are expected to benefit 'all' across 
frontiers? If virtues i.e. moral attitudes were ethno-centric, 
rooted exclusively in the soil of particular cultures and 
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traditions, how can one advocate (that is, in consistency with 
this theory) spreading the same virtues beyond the boundary 
of a given tradition or culture? How can one even condemn 
planned holcausts, famines that are designed and other 
similar events and practices (not easy to obtain a complete 
list of the variety and range of suffering that human beings 
inflict on those whom they call 'others', as a token of their 
loyalty to their own group) which may even be regarded as 
perfectly legal in a given historical context? What is the 
substitute for a meta-narrative? I see that I am back again to 
the same point where I was after I heard your paper at the 
East-West conference. Does the task of a theoretician end 
simply by denouncing the essentialistic story of human 
affairs? The pragmatist's wish and ability to unweave a 
theory creates a mood of suspense in the listener's mind who 
awaits an yet-untold story of philosophy, surely not its end, 
even if the story-teller wishes to stop there. The story of the 
'end' (in no matter whose version it is), so far as we have 
heard, is not convincing, it sounds more like as if philosophy 
lived ever after, although we do not know whether it did so 
happily or unhappily. 

It will be interesting to hear what you think about such 
readings as sketched above. Perhaps your reading regarding 
the destiny of philosophy is much more compelx than that. 
Is it possible to bring to the surface that which has remained 
unsaid about what you exactly 'wish' to see as the destiny of 
philosophy? I was wondering about that while I was enjoy
ing your description of the anti-theorists' unweaving of a 
theory. You suggested that: 

We should stay on the lookout, when we survey other 
cultures, for the rise of new genres - genres which arise in 
reaction to, and as an alternative to, the attempt to theorize 
about human affairs. We are likely to get more interesting, 
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and more practically useful, East-West comparisons if we 
supplement dialogues between our respective theoretical 
traditions with dialogues between our respective traditions 
of anti-theory. In particular, it would help us Western 
philosophers get our bearings in the East if we could identify 
some Eastern cultural traditions which made fun of Eastern 
philosophy. The kind of fun I have in mind is not the in
house kind which we philosophers make of one another ... 
but the kind made by people who could not follow a 
philosophical argument if they tried, and have no wish 
to try. 

It will be of course very enjoyable but I am afraid that 
even if the attacks on philosophy come from the quarter of 
the anti-theorists, their eventual impact will not be any more 
destructive or severe than the ones that come from pro
fessional philosophers-perhaps because weaving of theories 
is a preoccupation difficult to abandon, perhaps we can 
attempt to do so only at the risk of being inconsistent. Thus 
in the context of a theory of conversation between nations, 
especially with reference to the Vietnam War, when the 
belief-system of the American community is questioned by 
the American intellectuals themselves, one may imagine a 
situation where a child who is 'found wandering in the 
woods, the remnant of a slaughtered nation whose temples 
have been razed and whose books have been burned'. You 
write that 'this is indeed a consequence, but it does not 
follow that she may be treated like an animal. For it is part of 
the tradition of our community that the human stranger 
from whom all dignity has been stripped is to be taken· in, 
to be reclothed with dignity. This Jewish and Christian 
element in our tradition is gratefully invoked by free
loading atheists like myself. The question which still needs 
to be answered, in order to satisfy our quest for a theory, is 

48 



whether this ·invoking of the Jewish and Christian element 
does not show· the inadequacy of the postmodernist 
bourgeois liberalism to support such a course of action 
without a meta-narrative (which dominates the Judeo
Christian conceptual world and in accordance with which it 
recommends and prohibits specific course of action). To 
emphasise this as part of'the tradition of our community' is 
only to admit that this 'tradition' cannot be adequately 
expressed in a consistent ethnocentric telling. 

I look forward to hearing from you. 
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IV 

Dear Anindita, 

Santa Cruz, California 
August 12, 1990 

In the continuation of your earlier letter, you raise the 
question of whether novelists can be thought of as answering 
philosophical questions. You speak of 'the source from 
which the torrent of [philosophical?] questions have 
emerged'. You speak of philosophy as a 'certain genre of 
discourse', one which can be conducted equally well, 
perhaps, within the format of the novel and the treatise. 

My own view is that philosophy is not a genre of dis
course, but simply a genealogical linkage connecting 
certain past figures with certain present figures - not a thread 
running through the rope, in Wittgenstein's figure, but just a 
way of noting that there is an ancestral relation of over
lapping fibers. That was my point when I said that 
philosophy is delimited not by form or matter but by tradi
tion. However, in the passage from Consequences of 
Pragmatism to which you refer, I did refer to philosophy as a 
'literary genre'. That was a mistake. For the word genre 
suggests format, and I did not mean to do that. 

So my answer to your question 'Will you grant that the 
very concept of philosophy is a generic concept?' must, I 
think be 'no'. In the sense in which I think you intend the 
term 'generic concept', I take it, whether something is 
instance of that concept can be established without 
reference to historical or cultural context. This may be true 
of pictorial art or of music, in the sense that these are distinct 
from written words in obvious, inter-cultural and trans
historical ways. But when it comes to distinguishing among 
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written words, -I do not think that we have a way of dividing 
up texts which meets your requirements. 

To get an interesting classification of written texts, one 
needs to answer the question: what other texts are relevant to 
this one? Answering this question often does help one block 
out the written word into areas. Chemical treatises cluster 
together, for example, as do love stories. But the most 
interesting texts, usually, are the ones which Geertz describes 
as blurring genre-divisions. Most of the truly original and 
history-changing texts are of this sort - they are texts which 
were, on their first appearance, rather unlike anything that 
had previously been seen. (Think of Plato's Dialogues, 
for example, or of Machiavelli's The Prince, or Hegel's 
Phenomenology of Spirit.) The really important texts are the 
ones that render our old classifications unsatisfactory and 
force us to think up new ones. 

I am quite willing to agree that Husserl was, as I am, too 
ignorant of Indian texts to know whether they are classi
fiable with the help of terms like 'epistemology', 'metaphysics', 
or 'logic'. But I should confess that I would be disappointed 
if all of them were so classifiable. My worry about the effort 
you suggest be made 'by professional philosophers to acquaint 
themselves with the intellectual traditions to which they 
have been hitherto closed' is that professional philosophers 
are likely to import such classifications whether they are of 
any use or not. It is not that I wish to deny that it would do 
professional philosophers, or professionals of any other 
sort, good to increase their range of reading. It is rather that I 
distrust the process by which they decide what to read. 

My hunch is that our sense of where to connect up Indian 
and Western texts will change dramatically when and if 
people who have read quite a few of both begin to write 
books which are not clearly identifiable as belonging to any 
particular genre, and are not clearly identifiable as either 
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Western or Eastern. Consider, as an example, the novels of 
Salman Rushdie. There is no good answer to the question of 
whether he is an English or a Pakistani novelist, nor to 
whether Shame is a contribution to political journalism or to 
mythology, or The Satanic f't-rses a contribution to Islamic 
thought or to the novel of manners. Rushdie seems to me the 
sort of figure who has read a lot of books coming from the 
two sides of the world, and is likely to help create a culture 
within which intellectuals from both sides may meet and 
communicate. 

I do not have any idea what a Rushdie whose tastes ran 
more to philosophy would be like, nor, indeed, whether 
there may not have already been such a person. But I am 
pretty sure that until such people come along - people who 
can bounce back and forth, with verve and irony, between 
the two sets of texts - that we are not going to make much 
progress in figuring out which books are best suited to be 
brought together. I agree that we do not need what you call 
'sophisticated a priori arguments designed to inquire where 
there is philosophy and where it is non-existent'. But I think 
that the only 'devices which will make us familiar with each 
other's traditions' are surprising, blurry, hard-to-classify 
books. These books will be written not as aids to inter
cultural understanding, but for special private purposes, by 
writers who have special private needs. 

Let me tum once again to the question of whether there is 
an argument which would show that the virtues typical of 
the democratic West are commendable for the entire world? 
I can't imagine that any argument could ever show anything 
of the sort, any more than any argument could show that the 
West should devote itself to the study of Khomeini, or of 
Paramahansa Yogananda, or of Confucius. To have such an 
argument would be to have premises which were neutral 
between traditions and cultures. I cannot imagine such 

52 



premises being found. The only premises common to all 
ciiltures are too banal to be of use - they are exemplified by 
the laws of logic, prohibitions against incest or against 
commercial fraud, and (to give an example to which I shalJ 

. recur below) an insistence on the subordination of women 
to men. 

I quite agree with you that consensus cannot be achieved 
if'the "other" has not been present in the meeting'. But to get 
a meeting going between people from rwo traditions more 
than presence is required. A lot of imagination is required 
also. My hunch is that the best vehicle for such imaginative 
(lights will be texts which are neither comparisons and 
contrasts between previously-delimited domains within 
traditions, nor comparisons between traditions as a whole, 
but works of brilliant bricolage - books which insouciantly 
bring together bits and pieces of each tradition in ways 
which do not fit under any previously-formulated generic 
concept. 

I agree that one person's mild ethnocentrism is another's 
secondary narcissism or cultural imperialism. But I see no 
way to avoid ethnocentrism except the blurring of ethnic -
the sort of blurring represented by works ofbricolage. I am 
in no position to write such works, so all I can do is cheer 
from the sidelines when somebody seems to have done so. I 
cannot offer what you call for: a 'direct response' to charges 
of cultural imperialism. For such a response would be what 
my opponents would see as a confession of guilt: an admis
sion that I am, like almost everyone else, working by my own 
parochial lights. 

These lights suggest to me that the vocabulary of the 
'twentieth-century Western social democratic intellectuals' 
may well be the best anybody has yet come up with. I 
assuredly have no argument for this claim, and have no idea 
in what vocbulary such an argument could be phrased. But I 
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think that the intellectuals I have in mind have had more 
experience than most other people at trying to enlarge their 
imaginations, trying to avoid parochialism, trying to see all 
sides - more experience, in short, of tolerance. I may be 
quite wrong about this. But, until another batch of people 
more experienced and skilled at tolerance comes to my 
attention, I probably shall not change my mind. 

This unavoidable parochialism is going to infect any 
answer I could give to your request for more information 
about what my 'vision really is regarding the "future cosmo
politan society'. All I ca1,1 offer are familiar Western cliches: 
e.g., that such a society would not be riven by tribal or 
religious or sectional warfare. It would not be so riven, 
because larger units (large nations which encompass many 
different races and religions, such as India and the US, or 
the human species itself) would have become objects of 
loyalty in the way in which tribes or races or religions had 
previously been objects of loyalty. 

1 regard such larger units as semi-deliberate, entirely 
artificial, creations. People like Jefferson and Gandhi 
devqted much of their lives to trying to create such units. 
Sometimes they succeeded and sometimes they failed; in 
some cases, we do not yet know whether they succeeded or 
failed. Philosophers have often tried to claim that the 
human species is itself a 'natural' unit, an object ofloyalty as 
well as a biological classification. I doubt that philosophy is 
well suited to make an object ofloyalty out of the species, but 
I can vaguely imagine that someday the combined efforts of 
politicants, journalists and novelists might make a single 
global community out of us. 

One reason why I think that philosophers may not be of 
much use in creating such larger objects ofloyalty is the one 
you give when you say 'it is just not enough to say 'The 
pragmatist drops the revolutionary rhetoric of emancipation 
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and unmasking ... in favor of a reformist rhetoric of increased 
tolerance and decreased suffering". Certainly it is not 
enough. This level of abstraction - talk about comparative 
rhetorics - is not what the situation demands. But that just 

' shows, it seems to me, that philosophy professors are not the 
best people for the job. It doesn't show that pragmatism is 
not much of a philosophy, but only that pragmatism - like 
other philosophical schools - is itself a rather parochial 
movement. 

You go on to ask whether traditional, non-pragmatic, 
appeals to principle will not be more effective if they are 
received as derived from something other than 'the practices 
of the members of a given society'. This question seems to 
me to reflect Plato's hope that there is something called 
'human reason' which transcends acculturation, and 
appeals to premises which everybody would acknowledge. 
To indicate why I distrust this Platonic idea as much as I do, 
let me tum to the topic of feminism. 

Allan Bloom has suggested that Plato's description of his 
ideal state in The Republic - a description which specifies that 
Women and men are to be given equal roles in governance -
cannot have been seriously meant. He takes the inclusion of 
this proposal for sexual equality as an indication that the 
entire scenario is meant ironically. He is doubtless right that 
Plato's audience would have been inclined to wonder 
Whether Plato could seriously have imagined women shar
ing in the rule of states. But more important, the same 
Wonder would have occurred to any ordinary person in 
almost any culture prior to relatively recent decades. One of 
the best examples of a truly inter-cultural universal seems_to 
be the subordination of women; this seems to be one convtc-
t. · · d from what 10n which emanates, if any convtctlon oes, 
Philosophers like to call 'human reason', rather than from 
any particular historical tradition or cultural background· 
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Nevertheless, my notion of an egalitarian and cosmpolitan 
utopia includes the realization of the feminists' dreams. In 
such a utopia, gender would be as irrelevant to status and 
self-image as race. So when I ask myself what philosophers 
might do to help bring about such a utopia, I often ask 
myself whether there is anything in particular they could do 
for feminism. 

It is not clear to me that there is. More particularly, it is 
not clear to me that the rhetoric of universal human rights, 
which you prefer to that of pragmatism, is of any use here. 
This rhetoric has been in the air for two hundred years or so, 
and very few of its exponents have thought that 'humans' in 
the relevant sense included females. Contemporary feminists 
seem to me right in saying that 'person' in the Western 
philosophical tradition has meant 'male person'. (Before 
women were given the right to be elected to the federal 
legislature in Canada, the relevant clause in the constitution 
read 'all persons'. When feminists pointed out that women 
were persons, the courts were able to say that they had never 
been taken to be such, in the relevant sense, so presumably 
they were not). In this situation, it seems to me that both 
pragmatist and non-pragmatist philosophers would have been 
stymied for arguments. They could appeal neither to the 
intentions of the framers of the document nor to consensus 
of the electorate, nor to the history of humanity. 

What might help, it seems to me, is being able to point to 
particular subcultures in which women were treated as well 
as men. There are not many examples to point to, but there 
have been more and more in the course of the twentieth 
century. If one asks why these subcultures should be 
imitated, one is in the same position as when asked why 
non-Western cultures should take their lead from Western 
ones. No non-question-begging answer seems available -
no neutral ground on which to debate the issue. If one asks 
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how these subcultures have come into existence, I think the 
only answer is: by chance, by hook and crook, by certain 
groups being influenced by all sorts of odd considerations. 
Nevertheless, if one asks what sort of intellectuals have done 
most to bring such subcultures into existence, I think the 
answer would be the journalists and the novelists, rather 
than the theorists. 

To suggest, as you do, that we need meta-narratives, and 
universalistic philosophical theories, as a platform to 
condemn, e.g., patriarchy, suggests that such meta-narratives 
or such theories have some intrinsic appeal - some appeal 
apart from those aspects of some community's practice 
which they abstract from and generalize. I cannot see what 
such an intrinsic appeal might consist in. That is why I am a 
pragmatist - why I think that moral and political progress is 
a matter of playing one part of a community's practice off 
against other parts, rather than of comparing the practice as 
a whole with an ideal which is currently reflected by no 
practices. The slow and partial progress which women have 
made toward being thought of as persons by males has, it 
seems to me, been achieved by playing off internal tensions 
Within patriarchal practice against one another, rather than 
by opening the eyes of the patriarchy to truths unreflected in 
practice. So I think that as long as we philosophers persist in 
thinking that our skill is in detecting univerals, rather than 
simply in winking at tensions, we shall be less useful than we 

, might otherwise be. 
This is also why I think that the task of a philosophical 

theoretician at the present time may, in fact, consist largely 
in what you call 'denouncing the essentialistic story of 
human affairs' - in denouncing, in Deweyan tones, the idea 

, · that there are moral universals out there to be appealed to, as 
Opposed to social innovations to be recommended. At least 
such denunciation would help feminists say 'We grant that 
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99.99% of all the human communities that have ever existed 
have refused to consider women as full-fledged persons. But 
look at the few which have, and consider whether you do not 
wish to imitate them. Forget about what is essentially human, 
and recognize that humanity is what it will make of itself, and 
that it just might choose to include the other 50% of the 
species, the 50% who have been ignored so far'. 

To sum up, I agree that ethnocentrism is a ladder which 
we eventually hope to throw away. But, unless one is a full
fledged Platonist essentialist, there is no other ladder avail
able to use. So, as a good pragmatist, I think that we should 
use it - should play off our preferred ethnic against others, 
rather than comparing them all with something that is not a 
set of actual, or at least concretely imagined, human practices. 
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With all good wishes, 
Dick R. 



V 

Charlottesville 
October 14, 1990 

Dear Dick, 

In Shimla, India I was delighted to read your analysis of 
the contemporary situation pertaining to the question 'why 
the theme of otherness has drawn so much attention from 
the academicians today'. You agree with me about the vital 
contribution that is made by the technological civilization 
in setting up the academic stage - by bringing people together 
in a manner that was unthinkable by our ancestors. This in 
tum is provoking an intellectual challenge, which is currently 
expressed as the theme of cultural otherness. The subject, 
however, is a sensitive and a complex one. We are becoming 
aware of the many intricate issues pertaining to the dialogue 
of cultures. The discussions of these issues seem still to be at 
an early stage. The awareness, however, has dawned that a 
monologue, however erudite, will not do. It is evident that we 
need to create an intellectual space precisely to give us, what 
you describe as, 'a sense of the really hard choices' that we 
have before us today. This need is reflected in your remark 
that in the Hawaii conference you felt that neither the Eastern 
nor the Western intellectuals quite got to see what are the 
'really hard choices' that are confronting their colleagues. 

You have indicated that 'an important feature of Western 
high culture' is 'the love of the exotic', which since the time of 
the Romantics has played a decisive role in promoting the 
zest for 'otherness'. You also maintain that this love of t_he 
exotic is to be appreciated more as an 'attempt to enlarge 
one's imagination' than that of 'getting an authentic 
understanding of an old tradition or a new artistic movement'. 
I will certainly agree with you that self-enlargement is one of 
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the most important outcome of our encounter with the 
'other', yet I would like to insist on the need which, it seems 
to me, you are somewhat underemphasizing, that of an 
authentic understanding based on 'information'. By this, 
however, I do not wish to imply that the 'outsider' has merely 
'to get something right which is out there', or that the 
'insiders' of a given community have a set of unchanging 
thoughts or notions that simply can be handed over. 
However, every culture has a story of its own. An honest and 
genuine effort to acquaint ourselves with the central and the 
sub-plots of the story of those whom we seek to comprehend 
seems indispensable to me. This is especially so if it is an 
encounter with an 'old tradition,' as it is likely to contain 
critiques within critiques. The story is perhaps relatively less 
complex when we confront a new movement, since its genesis 
can be traced back perhaps with greater ease, and its 'language' 
is likely to be not so different from our own. How can one 
comprehend the concerns that the insiders' ongoing conver
sation reflects, unless we know how an influential text -
an instrument of socialization, has been interpreted and 
reinterpreted, how a theme has been developed, to use your 
words, without 'piling up information'? How can one hope 
to find, as you seem to do, 'something in that tradition ... 
which one can use for purposes of self-enlargement'? In the 
case of a highly articulate culture like that of India or the 
West, I do not quite see that it is possible to enlarge our 
imagination without making this sort of an effort. In the 
context of such exchanges one is provoked to ask whether 
our educational institutions could not be more effective 
in pwviding us with more information. The West is in this 
matter sometimes rather parochial, it tends to ignore the 
discourses of other cultures (think of the philosophy 
departments). This is an area where, it seems, there is acute 
need for more critical thinking on the part of those who are 
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involved in the actual policymaking that affects the programs 
of educational institutions. In your paper 'Education, 
Socialization, and Individuation' (1989) you have strongly 
supported the idea of 'piling up information' and have 
expressed, as your reply to your critics show, that you do 
not think that one 'can encourage imagination without a 
preparation in memorized information, or encourage 
individual talent without imparting a shared tradition'. It 
seems to me that this holds true also of such situations when 
one wishes to educate oneself about 'others'. Moreover, a 
superficial attraction for the exotic (often misconstrued 
as love) may be even 'a dangerous thing' (just like 'a little 
learning'). There are many devastating examples of how 
such love of the exotic, without any attempt at an 'authentic 
understanding', have lead to disasters. The sort of creative 
appropriation that you have in mind rarely happens without 
labor. Although I agree with you that a successful encounter 
enables one 'to speak differently, to use different terms in 
characterising oneself, I· would like to emphasize that it 
leads one to do so also about the ·other'. It is a game in which 
the players learn to question the stereotypes and cliches that 
vitiate our descrir,tions - not only about the self but about 
the 'other' as well. Imaginary difference, it seems to me, has 
often been the breeding ground of hostility whereas a real 
informed encounter with the 'other' is enriching - an 
experience which lays bare before us alternative perspec
tives to things. By authentic understanding, I simply meant 
this sort of an involvement which discloses to us what 'really 
the hard choices' are and that I believe is not to be taken as a 
task which can be left to the faculty of'imagination' alone. It 
is a game (and as is the rule in all games, the players nee_d 
to be prepared even when they know that the outcome 1s 
unpredictable) in which there are unexpected m~ments 
when perceptions of new horizons impress upon one m such 
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a manner that one cannot but leave behind the customary 
practices of speaking about 'otherness' and feel 'forced to 
speak differently'. Perhaps there is no impasse between 
'knowledge' and 'imagination', between 'finding' and 
'making' - could it be that it is only in the interest of theory
making that we are inclined to say so? The contending 
theories of truth block our way, constrain our language, 
persuade us to deny at all cost the illuminating insights 
contained in a rival theory. 

Cosmopolitanism is perhaps an awareness which lets thrive 
the ethnic differences for the benefit of an interdependent 
global community, an awareness that such a society is not 
what we can hope to 'find' but which we together have to 
'make' and that it is an enterprise which requires a genuine 
effort to know each other - a process which requires, as you 
have said, 'a lot of imagination'. 

Sometimes I wonder whether something important could 
be achieved if philosophers join forces with the politicians, 
the novelists and the journalists, whom you consider 
(rightly, I think), to be effective agents for trying 'to make an 
object ofloyalty out of the species'. You have expressed your 
doubts about the usefulness of the role of philosophers in 
this game. I, however, am inclined to believe that they can 
make a valuable contribution to this endeavour in bringing 
about a change, in persuading us to abandon, for example, 
the customary habits of speaking about gender, race, 
nationalities - about all who have been marginalised, who 
have never occupied the central space in the dominant dis
course. If this could be achieved through the combined 
efforts of all concerned, the consequences will be radical. 
The 'global interdependent society' - a phrase which the 
twentieth-century philosophers incessantly u·se - is a state of 
affair of utterly unequal opportunities. Whatever may be the 
way to social progress, one of the initial tasks lies in radically 
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changing the modes of descriptions, especially while depict
ing the 'otherness' of those whom we today, at last, publicly 
acknowledge as 'oppressed', such as women everywhere, the 
blacks in U.S. or the large masses of humankind who 
inhabit those parts of the globe which is euphemistically 
called 'the third world'. To declare the ineffectivity of 
philosophers may be thought to be, and some have openly 
said so, a complicity with the status quo. Perhaps the 
involvement and active support of the pragmatists will be 
of help in making manifest the social constraints which 
dampen the political fervour that is needed to put 
egalitarian ideas into action, in pointing out which descrip
tions of the self and the other are no more 'useful' for the day 
to day business of humankind. I felt encouraged to read that 
philosophical problems are 'disguised forms of practical 
problems' and that your slogan is 'if it doesn't make a 
difference to our practices, it makes no difference at all'. If 
the pragmatists know that 'we face a range of choices', it is 
incumbent upon them to show what these choices are in the 
context of a dialogue of cultures as well. This is precisely 
why I cannot accept that philosophers are not important 
agents in our 'plural world'. 

Philosophical doctrines have been seen, not for nothing, 
as vestiges of 'discourses of power' - Nietzsche was seen as 
the philosopher of German Nazism, Dewey was perceived 
as the philosopher of American imperialism and the 
pragmatists are sometimes seen, for example by the 
American cultural left, as socially irresponsible. Regardless 
of whether these readings are correct or not, the point to note 
is that philosophers matter; their ideas are of consequence. 
The more of them will dare to cross the boundaries, the better 
for the intellectual life of the future generation. The least I 
hope is that we will hear a new set of questions from ~hose 
who have 'encountered' others and have not merely tned to 
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leave it to their 'imagination' what they are like. Perhaps our 
conversations about such notions as 'common good', 'better 
world', 'global village' would make more sense when we will 
know adequately what others' narratives are, when we will 
pile up some more information about how others live, how 
they go about doing what is called 'thinking'. 

I am indeed very pleased to know what you thought was 
missing in the Hawaii conference as that gives me the clue to 
not only what you were seeking but also what you think 
needs to be achieved, viz. how do 'philosophers from the 
We_st and those from the East' gradually find 'common 
options to discuss, options ... what William James called 
"live, immediate and forced" '. 

Evidently, I do not dream of seeing such a task being 
accomplished in one or several conferences, yet looking 
forward to our next conference to be held in India, I rejoice 
thinking that it is at least a step forward in this direction. 
Any imaginative effort to make the academicians conscious 
(especially because they are involved in activities that are 
designed to influence the young minds) of the demand of 
social engagement, of the need to take into consideration the 
intelle.ctual life of the interdependent global community is 
to be welcomed. This seems to be sometimes conspicuously 
absent as recent discussions on various issues related to the 
general theme of cultural otherness have made us aware. It is 
amazing to take note of the lack of balance in the intellectual 
exchange in the scholarly life of the global community. 
Perhaps the following comment of Alisdaire McIntyre is of 
interest in this connection: 

The Indian political theorist has a harder task than his 
Western counterpart. He first of all has to be a good deal 
more learned, for he is required to know the history of 
Western political thought as well as the history of Asian 
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thought .... He has to possess an array of linguistic skills 
that are uncharacteristic nowadays of Western political· 
theories. 

Second , he has to sustain a relationship with his Western 
colleagues in which he takes their concerns with a serious
ness that they rarely, unless they are among the very few 
Western specialists in Indian politics, reciprocate. Thus, a 
genuine dialogue is for the most part lacking. It is we in the 
West who are impoverished by our failure to sustain our part 
in this dialogue. 
(from his review of Beyond Marxism by Vrajendra Raj 
Mehta, New Delhi, 1978, in Political Theory, Vol. 2, No. 
4, November 1983, p. 623.) 

It will be interesting to hear your comments. 
The philosophical stage always had and will have different 

kinds of people; a perusal of history of ideas, whether in 
India or in the West bears witness to that. To deny difference 
is a move which is decidedly anti-philosophy. There are 
fascinating records of competing paradigms for under
standing the human situation even in pre-Buddhist India. 
The scen_e in the West is equally complex. I suppose that 
there are bound to be different readings about what the 
philosophical enterprise really is about. The essentialists, the 
pragmatists as well as those who are seen as both anti
essentialist and anti-pragmatis.t (cf. M. Ok.rent's Heidegger's 
Pragmatism, Cornell University Press, 1988) are all philo
sophers who will have different stories to tell about the 
complex relation between knowledge and power. I come to 
this question perhaps a little abruptly, and that is because, I 
think, this is not by any means unrelated to the question 
What role philosophers can play in 'making an object of 
loyalty out of the species'. I will appreciate if you would 
please elaborate what you see entailed in the idea that 
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'knowledge is power' and what is gained when this is 
replaced by 'power is all that there is to knowledge'. This 
query is also not unrelated to the demand that a sustained 
critique of the role of the university and by implication of the 
role of knowledge in society is essential. In what ways are 
universities institutions of emancipation or domination of 
human beings? 

I agree with you that there are not quite that many adequate 
books which can lend valuable insights into relevant issues 
of inter-cultural dimension. You have observed that such 
books, which 'are not clearly identifiable as either Western 
or Eastern' are specially suited to stimulate and promote 
such awareness and have also indicated that only those who 
have read 'a lot of books coming from the two sides of the 
world' are 'likely to help create a culture within which 
intellectuals from both sides may meet and communicate'. I 
am very pleased with this description, but I wish you would 
analyse further an example of such a book and illuminate us 
about the configuration of emotional, intellectual compo
nents that make the work appear that way. The fact that it is 
difficult to see whether a work is 'Western or Eastern', I 
wonder how you accommodate that in your ethnocentric 
frame, and what it implies for what has happened to the 
sense of ethnic identity of the author. If you grant that 
boundaries can be crossed, how far are we - in theory -
from some form of universalism? 

Is there any hope that such works will be written oftener if 
our educational systems made works of 'other' traditions 
more easily accessible to us instead of leaving the matter 
entirely to the personal idiosyncracy and 'private need' of an 
individual determined to leave the beaten track? After all, if 
books of a certain kind are created all the time and others, 
desirable as they may be, are admittedly rare, there is a story 
which is pressing for attention. I cannot guess it but I have a 
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hunch that somehow it is because our educational 
institutions, very largely, are preoccupied with 'national 
narratives' and _projecting a story of 'otherness' which is 
not fostering the sense of 'global interdependent society' in 
any honest sense. To say this is not to imply what ultimate 
'purpose' educational institutions should serve - I agree 
with you wholeheartedly that it is not possible to give a 
criterion of 'growth' even when we acknowledge that 
'growth' is the ideal of education, and that 'Hope - the 
ability to believe that the future will be unspecifiably 
different from, and unspecifiably freer than, the past - is the 
condition of growth'. However, I cannot quite see how 
socialization, which is admittedly one of the goals of our 
education, stop at the threshold of just one nation or a tradi
tion and occasionally pay lip-service to the so-called 'global 
community'. The theme of 'cultural otherness' needs to be 
given more attention, if the next generation is to be 
'socialized in a somewhat different way' than we ourselves 
were socialized. 

Speaking about 'growth' brings me to another important 
aspect of this complex and difficult question. You seem to be 
enthusiastic about the Western model of growth and think 
that it has created 'a culture of social hope'. You dream of a 
future 'egalitarian society - one in which basic needs are so 
well satisfied that individual differences of talent and oppor
tunity do not arouse the sort of jealousy and resentment 
which made previous history a struggle between haves and 
have-nots'. 

In your letter to me, you have indicated that for you 'the 
' hope for the future' lies in the 'Europeanization' of the globe. 

I wish to understand the idea clearly: What is in it that 'Marx 
· hoped for and Heidegger dreaded'? what is it that yo~ see 
' in this that although you cannot 'justify this scena~o · by 

appeal to philosophical principles or to any other claim to 
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knowledge' yet you feel that .you 'have no better scenario 
to write'? 

Many in the 'third world' look forward to social change 
yet do not wish it to be in the direction of Westernization. 
Despite their profound admiration for much of what the 
West has achieved, they sense the in-built pitfalls of the 
system. They see colonialism (which can be also of various 
kinds), war and exploitation of the oppressed groups - all as 
parts of it. Think of Gandhi, Aurobindo - who in many 
ways are otherwise different kind of people - saw the inevit
able and the inescapable crisis in the Western model of 
growth. Is this distrust unfounded? 

Although I do not think that his metaphors of 'sick and 
deceived' are the most effective ones to portray the relation 
between the socalled developed and the developing nations, 
yet I think that serious attention should be paid when some 
observers, like Roger Garaudy (in his foreword to Ashis 
Nandy's book cited below), claim that much of the poverty 
of the third world is 'created by the growth of the 
West ... (that) The growth of some countries and the under
devel~pment of others are the two faces of the same 
planetary maldevelopment. ... (that) There cannot be a 
new world economic order without a new world cultural 
order'. There are many critics of this Western model of 
growth, and of its impliclations for the interrelationship 
between power and prosperity. This, however, does not 
mean that there is an ideal model elsewhere. Even if we 
admit that the global socio-economic situation is an 
exceedingly complex affair, nevertheless it is evident that a 
philosophy of culture cannot be commended which supports 
such a 'successful' system of production whose failures are 
charted at length both by keenly observant outsiders and 
insiders. There is a need for a conversation between 
philosophers and those who deal with the intricacies of 
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political economy. 
I am well aware how difficult the task is, yet a search for 

alternatives must proceed and in that agenda the non
westem utopias cannot be simply ignored. 

Some scholars are as a matter of fact striving to express an 
alternative perspective to the dominant visions of the future 
and even to work out an alternative narrative of past history. 
[ am thinking of the group of intellectuals who contribute to 
the Subaltern Studies (edited by R. Guha and G. Spivak 
Chakravorty). 

I am also reminded of, in this connection, works which 
are sort of combined political-psychological analysis of 
various forms of man-made suffering, such as attempted by 
Ashis Nandy. In his book entitled Iraditions, Tyranny, and 
Utopias (Oxford University Press, 1987) while 'evaluating 
utopias', he writes: 

No dialogue is possible with a utopia claiming a monopoly 
on compassion and social realism, or presuming itsel(to be 
holding the final key to social ethics and experience. Such a 
vision not merely devalues all heretics and outsiders as 
morally and cognitively inferior, it defines them as throw
backs to an earlier stage of culture and history, fit to be 
judged exclusively by the norms of the vision .... Implicitly 
some visions see other visions not merely as competing 
ideologies but as conspiracies against human reason and 
values. A dialogue with such hegemonic, parochial visions 
may become an invitation to ethnic suicide. The proselytiz
ing visions especially, even when they are secular, have a 
tendency to devour other utopias, paradoxically by rejecting 
the otherness of the latter and by 'accepting' them as earlier 
stages of the evolution of the self 

In brief, the intellectual struggle to redefine, redescribe 
human relationships in this narrative of progress and 
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power-sharing must continue. I would like to believe that 
the voice of the intellectuals who have dared to cross the 
boundaries, whose concern for the well-being of the inter
dependent global community is authentic (a word, the 
simple meaning of which is, as indicated in the Oxford 
Dictionary, not false, not counterfeit) will be heard. But that 
is precisely what is missing - we are missing a genuinely 
involved conversation among intellectuals of the East and 
the West about an important area of beliefs and concerns 
that touch upon the wide range of possibilities of our lives, 
which again is an interplay of choice and circumstance. We 
are not actively participating but are blindly following a 
path which is unable to cope with political complacency 
about issues that matter to us all but which are simply 
marginalised in the name of something or other. Feminism 
is also such a theme. 

Please allow me to make a digression. I cannot recall any 
more which French newspaper it was that in the late sixties 
used to advertise its own political analysis to its potential 
readers by saying: 'Si vous ne le suivez consciemment, vous 
le suivez aveuglement'. As I used to see this ad almost every 
evening on my way back home from the Sorbonne, I often 
wondered which is the largest groups of people who are in a 
sense polticially blind-folded in a manner so that they will 
follow a course, laid out by nature and culture, with the least 
resistance? I do not need to tell you the answer that flashed 
in my mind. Two decades have passed since then. While I 
regret that 'gender' is still a relevant factor in every step of 
our struggle for survival, I acknowledge that something has 
been achieved regarding the situation of women, the most 
important event being that the silence is broken. There is, as 
it is evident, still a long and difficult way in front of us - from 
thought to speech to action, from the private to the public 
realm of our existence. 
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I appreciate your concern when you say that you often 
ask yourself 'whether there is anything in particular that 
{philosophers) might do for feminism'. However, it seems to 
me that you are not asking it as adamently as is needed. This 
perhaps holds true of most of them who are 'otherwise' 
concerned. It is just not enough to come up with, as you do: 
'It is not clear to me that there is' - this is not an acceptable 
answer. 

We have to be able to say that we cannot take 'no for an 
answer', like Gandhi did facing the mighty oppressors. In 
fact, I wish that we could imitate him and acquire the ability 
to put the oppressor to shame, even in his own eyes, to make 
the oppressed aware of her strength and proceed with the 
Himalayan stubborness to achieve what we have set our
selves to do. The opposition to a state of affair where 'gender 
will be ... irrelevant to status and self-image' is perhaps 
more formidable than what Gandhi was facing. (In his 
struggle, however, he recognized at least some vital aspects 
of the feminist aspiration. I recall in this connection his 
message sent to the All India Women's Conference in 1936 
where he said that 'When woman, whom we call abala 
becomes sabala, all those who are helpless will become 
powerful'. 'Bala' means strength, the prefixes 'a' and 'sa' 
carry the sense 'without' and 'with'.). 

It seems to me that despite all the harm that the dominant 
male discourse has done to the image and self-image of 
women, I do not think that anything will be gained by turn
ing the issue into a battle between the sexes. I think that the 
war that needs to be waged is against a system, a system in 
which if women are the victims, men also pay a heavy price; 
a system that was impossible to fight in those day~ ~~~n 
technological civilization did not open up the po~s1bi11ties 
of colossal changes that are present to day - tmpr~ved 
transportation, communication and most important - m a 
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woman's life - improved means for intervening in nature's 
design for 'reproduction'. 

Nothing much will be gained simply by replacing the 
rhetoric of 'human rights' by that of pragmatism - it seems 
to me that you are getting too fond of labels. If idioms of 
modem theories of interpretation are all that were necessary 
(I am not saying that it is of no help - as a matter of fact I am 
sensitive to the misleading use of certain idioms and metaphors, 
specially when they are loaded with implications of which 
we are not fully aware. May I remind you, in this connection 
that I am very curious to hear your comments on how the 
Kantian metaphor has influenced Western culture theorists -
a remark that ycu made in a letter to me in the context of dis
cussion about cyclic and linear time) to bring about the 
desired state of affair (a goal about which we are in perfect 
agreement) why do you sound so pessimistic even at the 
'thought' of bringing about the feminist utopia? The point is 
to detect why the society is not moving faster to implement 
the changes that are needed and about which there is today a 
general consensus (is there?). It is immaterial to me whether 
it is a reiteration of human rights or that of the pragmatic 
idioms that will persuade the society to perceive a woman as 
a person - if any of these separately or combined or even 
some new innovations can make a headway in doing the 
job - I will say 'bravo'. If you are disillusioned with the 
idioms of human rights in getting the society to see the 
woman as fully 'human', show us how the pragmatist can be 
truly effective in bringing about his egalitarian dream come 
true, at least in the 'academic world' where he is heard. How 
can a 'good pragmatist' - as you say you are - allow himself to 
remain ineffective in the face of the most important task of 
our time and simply give up by saying that 'it does not seem' 
that there is much that philosophers can do to help bring 
about the feminist utopia! I hope that you will be able to get 
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your pen to flow (they say that the pen is mightier than the 
sword), reminding all those who specially need to be reminded 
that you do not take 'no for an answer'. 

There are narratives of domination and exploitation in 
every society, whether in the past or now, whether in the East 
or in the West. This web of human relationships give rise 
to institutions, which in tum legitimizes, sanctions such 
practices that are current in a given society. The job of the 
'insider' critics is precisely to point out where the system is 
failing and what possibilities the future holds for us. East is 
no exception to that. 'Hopes of a freer and more equal future 
generation' is perhaps not only 'Western', as you seem to 
think. Obviously we need to spell out more clearly what are 
the shared visions, the shared commitments of the East and 
the West today. The network of exchanges will surely decide 
how the question of global unity will be treated, how we will 
handle the threat and the hope created by the technological 
civilization. The shrewder we will become in the manage
ment of conflicts, the more we will learn how to use non
violent tactics in all forms of negotiations, whether we will 
acknowledge persuasion rather than force in the name of an 
eternal order or god or on simple pragmatic grounds matters 
little. I admit that each one of these options has the power of 
persuasion - not every idiom works on every one, even when 
what each one is striving to achieve is not pronouncedly 
different from the other. 

At the end of your second letter to me, you write that 
'Ethnocentrism is a ladder which we eventually hope to 
throw away'. If we can hope to do away with it, is ethnocen
trism then a description of a provisional state of human 
inter-relationship or is it an idiom one clings to for want of a 
more adequate one? May I request you again to elaborate on 
your view of 'mild ethnocentrism' - an idea which. some 
have inerpreted as a form of cultural imperialism (obVIously 
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a highly exaggerated remark which is evident from what you 
write at the end of your second letter; but your answer to this 
serious objection in your previous letter was too brief). 

The relationship between East and West has had several 
phases - we have heard of the dichotomies, we have heard of 
the need of a synthesis. Some have wondered whether a 
'fusion of horizons' will take place, some claim it to be an 
accomplished fact. In any case the need for a fresh self
understanding and a review of alterity are still awaiting 
subtler and more powerful formulations. The success of 
technological civilization has increased the urge and the 
possibility for meeting of minds across boundaries than ever 
before. The Indian soil, where the next meeting of 
Philosophy East-West is scheduled to take place under the 
auspices of the Indian Council of Philosophical Research, is 
traditionally considered fertile for questioning the assump
tion that 'never the twain shall meet'. Welcome to India. 
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With best wishes, 
Sincerely, 

Anindita N. Balslev 



VI 

Charlotesville 
Noverr:iber 28, 1990 

Dear Anindita, 

Thanks for your letter of October 14. You raise a great 
many issues, and I shall try to take up under separate 
headings. 

1. East-West Asymmetry: I quite agree with MacIntyre, in 
the passage you quote, that Eastern writers and thinkers 
have done much more work than Western ones to find out 
what goes.on the other side of the world. I also agree with 
him that 'It is we in the West who are impoverished by our 
failure to sustain our part in this dialogue'. So I agree with 
those who urge that we in the West should try to make higher 
(and perhaps secondary) education more 'multicultural'. I 
agree that imagination without information is empty, and 
that we in the West have not exerted ourselves enough to get 
relevant information. 

On the other hand, there are practical questions for the 
West which need to be thought about, and which I haven't 
seen any good answers to. Suppose you are designing a multi
cultural curriculum for Western students (ages 18-20, say)
a curriculum in which the Plato-the Christian Scriptures
Shakespeare-Newton-Goethe-Marx-Darwin canon is to be 
supplemented in such a way as to make a global community 
more attainable. The two principal questions you face, I 
think, are: How do you get the additions to the canon to 
seem more than pointless hurdles to be leaped? How much 
territory do you try to take in? 

On the first question: I take it that lots of students in India 
and Africa around 1900 were made to pass examinations on 
Hamlet and Plato's Republic without any clear sense of why 
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they were reading these books, what they were supposed to 
do with them, -or why they were supposed to be important. 
All they knew was that if they didn't pass the exams, they 
wouldn't get good positions. If you simply stick some 
Upanishads and some Analects into contemporary Western 
curricula, the same problem will arise. These texts will 
be seen in the way in which the Analects were seen by most 
candidates for the Chinese imperial civil service, or Greek 
prosody by most candidates for the nineteenth-century 
British Foreign Service. The only way in which these texts 
might come to mean something to the students would be if 
they were taught by people who have some sense of the 
social institutions within which these texts were composed, 
of the traditions of interpretation to which they have given 
rise, and the uses to which they have been put - the sort of 
sense which some British teachers in India and Africa had 
in regard to Shakespeare and Plato. 

The only way around this impasse for the foreseeable 
future, as far as I can see, is for the West to import large 
numbers of people from other cultures to teach the texts of 
those cultures by filling in the backgrounds of those texts. I 
should certainly like to see this happen, but I can foresee a 
lot of problems. One is brain drain; one doesn't want the best 
minds of the non-West going off to spend their lives teaching 
in other countries. It is not clear that the non-West has, as 
yet, enough intellectuals to engage in a large-scale mission 
civilizatrice. Another, and perhaps greater, problem is the 
one I posed above: Which cultures, and how many cultures? 

This is more of a problem for the West than it has been for 
the East, because the Christian-scientific-technological 
West of the nineteenth century - the great period of 
imperialism and thus of indoctrination of non-Westerners 
with Western ideas - was comparatively homogeneous and 
monolithic when compared with the diversity of alternatives 
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to it. When the contemporary West looks outside itself, it sees 
an Islamic tradition, two great Indian traditions (Hinduism 
and Buddhism), a Chinese tradition, and a Japanese tradi
tion, each of which has at least as much coherence, and 

, requires as much study to grasp, as does the West. (This is to 
ignore entirely, for the sake of simplicity, native African 
traditions or native American traditions.) I find it hard to 
imagine that any single person is going to assimilate the 
information necessary to grasp imaginatively how the West 
has managed to patch up a synthesis between the Epistles of 
Paul and the Darwinian account of the descent of man, why 
Islam thinks the Koran so beautiful, why Hindus think the 
caste system something more than an outdated moral 
abomination, how a Buddhist who is also a social democrat 
can reconcile the struggle for social reform with a belief in 
the desirability of attaining Nirvana, why the ~hinese still 
find it profitable to go on and on about Confucius, and why 
the Japanese find Western individualism so peculiarly 
repellent. These are all things I should like to understand 
myself. But I despair of doing so - not just because I am now 
almost sixty, but because I have never met anybody who 
even claimed to understand all six of these things. So I 
suspect that the best we can hope for, in a multi-cultural 
curriculum for the West, is to tell students to learn something 
about one, or at the most two, non-Western cultrues, while 
blithely ignoring the others. This awkward result seems to 
me obscured by loose talk, fairly common in the West these 
days, about 'non-Western ideas' - as if there were one great 
big source of ideas called the Non-West. 

How did this asymmetry come to be? That is, how did the 
West come to be a more or less compulsory subject for people 

1 in the East, but not vice versa. The simple, and largely 
correct, answer is: because the West was where the money 
and the power were coming from. This suggests that until the 
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money and the power begin to flow the other way we are 
going to have a hard time persuading Western youth to look 
beyond the West - a situation which may be partially 
remedied by Japan becoming the primary source of prefer
ment for ambitious young Americans, and the Arab world 
becoming the primary source for ambitious young Europeans. 

But there is a further, more complicated, answer to the 
question about the source of the present asymmetry. This is 
that the West itself provides most of the promising tools for 
undoing what the West has been doing to the non-West. If 
you were, during the first sixty years of this century, an Arab 
or an African or an Indian impatient to get out from under 
the colonialist yoke, what you used were ( except in the case 
of Gandhi and his movement) Western guns, Western political 
and socio-economic categories, Western ideas for social 
reform, Western means of communication (printing-presses 
or telephones) and so on. This was because the devices and 
categories inherited from your previous traditions just 
weren't of much use in anti-colonialist struggles. (Whether 
the case of Gandhi forms the exception that disproves the 
rule, I just don't know. I doubt it, but here I have to confess a 
lot of ignorance.) 

My hunch is that more Western science and technology is 
about the only thing that can cope with the results of prior 
Western science and technology. For example: only condoms 
and pills (made ever cheaper by technological ingenuity) 
can cope with the effects of Western medicine on the death
rate in various places; only Western bureaucratic rationality 
can cope with the famines caused by the colonialists' 
elimination of earlier agricultural methods; only institutions 
of the sort Foucault condemned as 'panoptic' can prevent 
the exploitation of the peasants by the landowners. If this 
hunch is right, then the asymmetry which MacIntyre notes 
is bound to persist, unless and until some non-Westerll 
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nation or community can make a go of a general abjuration 
of Western science and technology. 

This brings me to the point you make about Gandhi, 
Aurobindo and others having 'seen the inevitable and 
inescapable crisis in the Western model of growth'. I'm 
inclined to ask: what's so Western about it? All big powrful 
empires - East and West - have gone in for economic 
growth and political expansion, and most have eventually 
fallen of their own weight when they ran out of steam. If one 
views the former colonial powers as still constituting an 
economic empire, then it is quite likely, I agree, that this 
empire too will fall - if not because it runs out of sources of 
energy and raw materials, then because of environmental 
catastrophe, or because of bloody revolution caused by the 
immiseration of the oppressed (in the form, say, of an Iraqi 
or Argentine nuclear attack on Europe and America). But 
that just brings us back to the question: are there cultural 
resources in the non-West that can help stave off the catas
trophes westernization is likely to bring about? Maybe there 
are, but I don't know where, and I havn't seen any very help
ful suggestions about where we might locate them. Maybe it 
is true that, as Susan Sontag, once said, 'The white race is the 
cancer of the planet'. But the analogy suggests that to fend 
off, def eat or reverse the spread of this cancer, someth~ng 
different is needed from the traditional ways ofliving which 
the non-cancerous cells were pursuing before being 
attacked. 

This makes me suspicious of Roger Garaudy's claim 
(which you quote) that 'There cannot be a new world 
economic order without a new world cultural order'. I could 
see the point if it were reversed: if one said that a ne_w 
cultural order presupposed a new economic order - ~ne m 
which all the money and power weren't concentrated in 

th
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Northern Hemisphere, for example. But I have no idea what 
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sort of new 'cµltural order' would be the basis for a redistri
bution of money and power. The West's best guess about 
what such an order might be is something like 'a universal 
and sincere acceptance of the ideals common to the French 
Revolution and the early Christians'. I doubt that this is the 
sort of thing Garaudy has in mind. But unless the non-West 
can lay sketch of a different new cultural order, I doubt that 
the West will give up its belief that only the as-yet-unrealized 
ideals of the West stand between the global community and 
its destruction at the hands of the West. As with technology, 
so with Western ideals - they themselves may be the best 
medicine for the ills they cause. Or they may not be. But it is 
not a rea5on for doubting their efficacy that they came from 
the same part of the world as the evils they hope to 
defeat. 

II. The Efficacy of Philosophy: Let me now switch topics 
to the issue about which, I suspect, our disagreement is most 
intractable. When I say that it is not clear to me that there is 
much that philosophy can do for feminism, you say that this 
'is !1,0t an acceptable answer'. It is as if we had utterly different 
pictures of what sort of thing philosophy is. I regard it as one 
of the more peripheral of the academic disciplines - one 
which once had a considerable importance, but has been 
declining in efficacy and status in recent centuries thanks to 
the rise of other disicplines. You, I gather, regard it as the 
repository of an awesome moral responsibility. I am not sure 
how to get out of this impasse. 

You say at one point that 'philosophical doctrines have 
been seen, not for nothing, as vestiges of "discourses of 
power". That seems to me merely to say that phiolosophers, 
like religious prophets, scientists, novelists and everybody 
else, have often been made use ofby people who had power 
and wanted more power. Sure, what else would one expect? I 
would be bothered by this only if I thought there was some 
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kind of discourse that was not a 'discourse of power'. I see all 
discourse as ways of communicating beliefs and desires, and 
all human beliefs (artistic as much as scientific beliefs, 
philosophical as much as theological beliefs, Buddhist as 
much as Nietzschean beliefs) as tools for fulfilling human 
desires. What I mean by saying 'power is all there is to 
knowledge' (a question you raise elsewhere) is just that 
knowledge is justified true belief, and that the true belief is 
the one (among the available alternatives) which gets you 
what you want. In the neutral and vegetarian sense in which 
I am using 'power', everybody always wants power and 
always will, for power is just the ability to gratify you desires 
for food, sex, Nirvana, domination, humility, or whatever). 

From the fact that all knowledge is an instrument of 
power it does not follow that, as you claim, 'philosophers 
matter; their ideas are of consequence'. Nor does this follow 
from the fact that Mussolini used Niet·zsche, Jefferson used 
Locke, Stalin used Marx, or Roosevelt used Dewey. Sure, 
philosophers have often mattered, but then so have 

1
· astrologers and shamans. The question is how much they 

matter - of what consequence their ideas are - for the issue 
at hand: how to establish a global community. 

You say that 'to declare the ineffectivity of philosophers 
may be thought to be, and some have openly said so, a 
complicity with the status quo'. That charge would be 
sensible if it were the case that status quos only got changed 
by philosophers coming up with some effective ideas. But 
nobody really believes that, do they? Why might there not ~e 
a bad status quo which philosophy could not help. ~ th 

but which some other discipline could (e.g., medici~e, 
. economics, engineering, architecture)? What is so special 
1
, about philosophy, why is it that when an engineer or a 
I mathematician says 'sorry, but at the moment I . have 
· nothing on hand useful for your purposes' he or she is not 
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betraying civilization, but when a philosopher says it he or 
she is?. 

There is of course a broad, etymological sense of 
'philosophy' in which it means 'the love, or pursuit, of 
wisdom'. Used in that broad sense, I suppose, to say that 
philosophy can't help is to say that thought, reflection, 
deliberation, can't help. That would, indeed, be a bad thing 
to say. But who uses 'philosophy' in this sense these days? 
Who thinks that you and I, people who specialized in the 
study of philosophy in our youth, are more engaged in, or 
more likely to succeed in, the pursuit of wisdom than our 
contemporaries who specialized in medicine, law, politics. 
or the arts? Who thinks that we philosophy professors are 
better at thinking, deliberating, and reflecting than the rest 
of the educated public? 

You saythat'lfthepragmatists knowthat"we face a range 
of choices", it is incumbent upon them to show what these 
choices are in the context of a dialogue of cultures as well'. 
Why? It isn't just pragmatists who know we face a range of 
choices. Everybody knows that. Everybody hopes that 
cultures other than their own will help with choices which 
seem beyond the resources of their own culture. But why 
think that pragmatist philosophers have some special 
responsibility here? Qua pragmatists, they are merely 
making the negative point that we needn't bother with 
Platonic and Cartesian questions about foundations for 
knowledge, or Kantian questions about unconditional 
moral obligations, or various other bad questions (that is, 
questions the answers to which didn't make any difference 
to practice) which are familiar from the philosophical tradi
tion. This rubbish-removing, or ground-clearing, job is all 
that pragmatism is, as far as I can see, good for. It gets some 
of the debris of the Western philosophical tradition out of 
the way. Perhaps, for all I know, it might be useful in getting 
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some of the debris of some non-Western traditions out of the 
way. But when it is asked to do something for the organiza
tion of a global community other than this rubbish
removing task, I _doubt that it has much to offer. 

III. Feminism and Philosophy: Perhaps this is the point to 
move on to something you say later in your letter: 'it is 
immaterial to me whether it is a reiteration of human rights 
or that of the pragmatic idioms that will persuade the society 
to perceive a woman as a person. If any of these separately or 
combined or even some new innovations can make headway 
in doing the job, I shall say "bravo". Me too. But that's just 
the sort of reason I have for not expecting as much of 
philosophy professors as you seem to. Lots of different sorts 
of philosophy professors, holding wildly different philo
sophical views, can and do unite in support of feminism. 
Which philosophical view is going to be most useful to the 
feminist cause depends upon what rhetoric is most effective 
in raising feminist consciousness, and what rhetoric is most 
effective in getting the patriarchs to see a bit of the light. 

In the US, there are large numbers of philosophers who 
identify themselves as 'feminist philosophers'; feminist 
philosophy is now a recognized sub-area of philosophical 
inquiry. But the feminist philosophers disagree widely 
among themselves about almost all the traditional philo
sophical issues. They do not possess a tool, or a weapon, 
called 'philosophy' to put at the service of feminism - for 
there is no unitary thing to bear this name. They just put 
whatever dialectical skill they may have in the service of 
working out defenses (sometimes on the basis of theories of 
natural right, sometimes on the basis of Derridean theories 
oflanguage, using whatever ammunition comes to hand) of 
feminist political measures. 

So it seems to me pointless to ask that pragmatist 
philosophy professors be, in your phrase, 'truly effective in 
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making the egalitarian dream come true'. That's like asking 
that the peop1e who repair the treads on the tanks be 'truly 
effective in winning the war'; such people do their bit, but a 
bit is all they can do. Philosophy is not a magic wand which 
can make dreams come true, and a set of philosophical 
doctrines (such as pragmatism) is not to be judged on the 
basis of its efficacy in doing so. To make this sort of demand 
on a philosophical view is to treat the philosophers of 
different schools as if they were the priests of different 
religions, priests each of whom claimed special access to a 
divine Being whose wrath and power they could call down 
on the enemy army, and whose claims to serve the One True 
God are to be judged on the basis of our own army's 
success. 

As it happens, I have recently been writing about what 
pragmatism might do for feminism. All I came up with was 
the possibility that one line of thought associated with 
pragmatism, Deweyan historicism, might be of some use in 
providing feminists with a little extra rhetorical ammuni
tion. Dewey's historicism might, I think, be useful in helping 
us s~e the point of the feminists' frequent anger and frustra
tion over the 'common sense' quality of patriarchal customs. 
By synthesizing Hegel and Darwin, Dewey helped give us a 
sense of how moral progress is made not by appealing to 
'eternal truths' but by the rise of new ways of speaking - new 
vocabularies which permit things to sound plausible which 
previously sounded so un-common-sensical as to be simply 
whacky. So when feminists like Catherine MacK.innon and 
Marilyn Frye speak <?f 'a new voice' and a 'struggle with 
meaninglessness', of the need to extend logical space 
beyond what the language of a patriarchal society has 
envisaged, a Deweyan historicist can offer a useful meta
theory which brings out the analogy between the rise of 
feminism, the rise of Christianity, the rise of Galilean 
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science, the Romantic Movement, and the like. Supplying 
such a meta-theory - showing how feminism fits into an 
Hegelian, if not into a Kantian, account of moral progress -
is not much, but it may be all pragmatism can do in this 
area. 

Still, there is one other suggestion which, I think, 
pragmatists might usefully make to feminists: that they drop 
the quasi-Kantian notion of 'women's experience' or 
'women's perspective' or 'women's standpoint'. There has 
been much criticism recently, in the literature of feminist 
philosophy in the US, of 'feminist essentialism' - of 
attempts to specify what is distinctively female, what the 
distinctive 'otherness' of the feminine is. As a pragmatist, I 
am sympathetic to this criticism, as I am to all forms of anti
essentialism. I am also sympathetic to what Sellars calls 
'psychological nominalism' - the doctrine that all aware
ness is a linguistic affair. On this view, there is no such thing 
as 'inarticulate experience' which is then expressed in 
language. For such philosophers of language as Davidson 
and Sellars, language is not a medium of expression for 
something prior called 'experience'. So, a fortiori, there is no 
pre-linguistic state called 'feminine experience' which needs 
to be articulated in language. 

From this perspective, the task of feminist intellectuals.is 
not to express what women have timelessly, ahistorically, 
been - to spell out their previously unknown inner essence -
but to find ways of describing their public situation, their 
constant oppression, which makes it easier and easier for 
women to see that oppression as evitable, as not part of the 
nature of things. The point is not to make audible or visible 
what has been hidden - to bring reality to light and dis~lace 
mere appearance, or to make inarticulate exp~nence 
articulate - but rather to bring something into extSte~ce 
which has not previously existed. What is to be created is a 
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strong, autonomus, vociferous, sort of woman, one who wii, 
pay no attention whatever to the traditional gender
distinctions built into the language and customs of her time. 
Such a woman might or might not find some use for 
philosophy, but philosophers might make some minor 
contribution to her emergence by replacing the traditional 
from-appearance-by-reality philosophical model of social 
progress with a pragmatist, evolutionary, model.* 

IV. Otherness: This brings me back to the topic with 
which I began my first letter to you: otherness. I find this 
topic a bit baffling. This is because, as a good pragmatist, I 
am uncomfortable with notions of uncommunicability, with 
the idea that some special sorts of things (God, the inside of 
another human being, the experience of the oppressed) are 
impossible, or at least very difficult, to put into language. 
When I am told that the oppressed are very different from 
me, a white male inhabitant of the richest part of the globe, I 
am inclined to say 'Of course they are. They have a lot less 
money and power, they are always on the edge of starvation 
and always threatened by brutality, and I'm not. That makes 
them very different all right, but it doesn't raise any deep 
philosophical question about our relations, or our knowledge 
of each other. It just raises practical questions of how to 
redistribute money and power - how to get a global socio
economic system going that will level things off'. 

I think there will seem to be a philosophically interesting 
difference between the 'experience' of the oppressed and 
mine only if one adopts a Kantian notion of 'conditions of 
experience' and thinks that the weak and the strong, or the 
women and the men, or the West and the East, have some
thing like different Kantian 'forms of intuition' or 'categories 

•see my 'Feminism and Pragmatism', Michigan Quarterly Review. 

Spring 1991, for more on these matters. 
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of understanding' - so different that people whose experiences 
are conditioned by one set of structures cannot have any 
sense of what it is like to have experiences conditioned by 
another set. (This is the sort of suggestion which you have 
taken up, in regard to Western and Indian conceptions of 
time, in your own work). Such Kantian metaphors of struc
ture and content (and the consequent talk about the space, 
or the time, or the cosmos of different cultures being incom
mensurably different) seems to me not only optional, but, in 
its effects, mischievous. Its only function is to inspire 
scepticism, or a kind of sentimental longing for the unknow
able. If we are psychological nominalists, dispensing with 
'experience' in favour oflanguage, and if we follow Davidson 
in saying that there is no such thing as an unlearnable 
language, then we can say that all that 'otherness' comes 
down to is the fact that practices (including linguistic 
practices) suitable for dealing with one (human and social) 
environment are often ill-adapted for other environments. 
So the interesting difference between sets of practices is not 
that between those developed for dealing with environment 
A (e.g., the backwoods ofNagaland, the slums of Calcutta, 
the interior of the Sahel) and environment B (e.g., the 
middle-class· suburbs of the Northern Hempisphere), but 
between those that presently exist and those that are just a 
gleam in somebody's eye. 

As examples of those which are still just a gleam in some
body's eye, consider those suggested by Christ or the 
Buddha to the first generations of their disciples, or, once 
again, those gradually being developed by contemporary 
feminists. These are practices which are not yet in pl~ce, 
practices which, if they some day become widespread, might 
help change the environment in which people live. Many 
contemporary leftist intellectuals suggest that in order to 
end the oppression of women and of the weak and the poor 
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we must devttlop such new practices. (They often suggest 
also - though, for reasons given above, I cannot see why -
that it is the special responsibility of philosophy professors 
to invent such new practices). But there seems to me an 
enormous difference between the contemporary situation of 
women and the contemporary situation of the weak and 
poor. 

Women have been conditioned throughout the centuries 
to believe that they are naturally subordinate, that God or 
Nature has unfortunately made them incapable of autonomy, 
of taking part in political deliberation, of wisdom, etc. Large 
numbers of women in our times still, alas, believe something 
like this. The weak and the poor have often, in the past (as in 
the Hindu or Japanese caste systems, or in Calvinist doctrines 
of salvation), been conditioned to believe that they are some
how singled out by nature for misery. But I do not think that 
now in most parts of the world, they any longer believe 
anything of the sort. Thanks to the secularizing influences of 
the recent West, it has become increasingly difficult to use 
religion to sanctify oppression. (This seems to me one 
almost entirely good thing which Westernization has done 
for the East, though I admit that the Western colonialists 
tried to use Christianity to legitimize their own oppression 
when they first arrived.) It has become increasingly easier 
for the weak and the poor to see themselves as victims of the 
greed of their fellow-humans rather than of Destiny, or the 
gods, or of the sins of their ancestors. 

So, though I think that women still are in the process of 
working out a new set of practices, the weak and the poor are 
already enmeshed in a practice of calculating who gets what 
out of their labor and suffering. Their problem is not how to 
conceive of themselves, how to create themselves (as it still is 
for women) but simply of how to wrest control of a greater 
share of wealth and power without making things still worse 
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in the process - how to create a social revolution which is 
not a worse remedy than the disease it was fomented to 
cure. 

I hope that you will not tell me that it is my duty, as a 
~, pragmatist, or as a philosopher, to come up with a solution 

to this problem. Whether it's my duty or not, I in fact have 
nothing to offer. Though I was brought up to be a socialist, I 
no longer want to nationalize the means of production 
(because the experience of Central and Eastern Europe 
suggests that nationalization is, to put it mildly, no help in 
redistributing wealth and power). I suspect we are stuck with 
market economies - which means with private property -
for the foreseeable future. I should love to suggest ways of 
reconciling market economies with social justice, but all I 
can come up with is the standard European-model welfare 
state - a solution which seems to have no clear relevance to 
the choices presently before the electorates of, e.g., India or 
Brazil. I hope that in the next century new alternatives 
appear - ones of the sort suggested by, for example, Roberto 
Unger in his Politics, ones which try to work out alternatives 
to both socialism and capitalism. But I do not think that 
my pragmatism, or my philosophical expertise, are of any 
particular use to the construction of such alternatives. 

To sum up: I am not sure that either what you call 'the 
theme of cultural otherness', or philosophy, has much 
relevance to the question of how to get wealth and power 
more evenly redistributed. For purposes of such redistri
bution, the differences between cultural traditions may 
just not matter very much. Economic and bureaucratic 
rationality - the sort which, as far as I can see, we are going 
to have to use to solve problems of redistribution - will, I 
hope, just slide over cultural divisions, leaving as many of 
them in place as possible. My ideal world is one in which 
there is enough equality in. wealth and power so that people 
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are more or less free to continue or change cultural 
traditions as it suits them. The only alternative that I can see 
is the kind of isolation which, e.g., China and Japan 
imposed upon themselves until the nineteenth century - but 
that isolation was a result of the rich and powerful within the 
society using cultural otherness as a device for perpetuating 
their own oppressive rule. 

There is a tendency in contemporary political discussion 
to treat 'the West' as a name for the source of every imagin
able oppression - to lump bureaucratic rationality, patriarchy, 
colonialism, capitalism, technology, and every other oppres
sive institution one can think of together and call the result 
'the West'. This lumping serves no good purpose. The West 
did not invent oppression, and it is, like every other culture, a 
polychrome tangle of institutions and traditions - some of 
which may be useful only to the oppressors, some only to the 
oppressed, but most to both. If there is any general lesson 
which pragmatism preaches, it is to de-essentialize, to break 
up the lump, to pick over these traditions and institutions 
one by one, and see what use they have for our present 
purposes. 
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With all good wishes, 

Dick R. 
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