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PREFACE 

This book is meant for philosophers and for cultural anthropologist s 
and other social scientists who feel the need to grapple with the all-
important issu e of context . I  want t o explore wha t i t would mea n 
to take the problem with ful l seriousnes s and to explain why, in my 
view, i t lays an intellectual burden on us that we cannot: evade but 
that ca n becom e s o heav y tha t i t destroy s th e understandin g i t i s 
meant t o further . Th e nee d t o respec t context , bu t onl y withi n 
reasonable limits , lead s me to a  position tha t i s less decisive or less 
completely decisiv e tha n w e ma y find  comfortable . Eve n skeptic s 
are usuall y firmly  skeptical , bu t I  argue sometime s fo r contex t o r 
relativism an d sometime s against . Th e caus e fo r thi s variabilit y i s 
not th e unwillingnes s t o decide , bu t th e forc e majeur e tha t lif e 
exerts i n th e for m o f such intractabl e dilemma s a s those tha t wil l 
be displayed here . 

The need to understand everything in context makes it impossible 
to arriv e a t a  full y objectiv e solutio n o f th e intellectua l problem s 
created b y the differences betwee n cultures ; the solutions propose d 
are alway s necessaril y inadequate . I n th e effor t t o overcom e thi s 
inadequacy, thinker s ten d t o become polarized an d to adopt one of 
two possible extremes—the one , tha t th e problems ar e inseparabl e 
from thei r contexts, an d the other, tha t th e problems can and ofte n 
should b e divorce d fro m them . Bot h extremes , I  argue , mis s o r 
conceal too much, an d neither matches our experience well . 

It i s the inexhaustibilit y o f contextua l difference s tha t make s i t 
so difficult fo r the members of one culture to appreciate the position 
of thos e o f another . Th e philosophers , anthropologists , an d other s 
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who mak e a  seriou s attemp t t o ente r int o th e lif e o f alie n culture s 
are likel y t o reflec t th e ambiguit y o f thei r positions , o f thei r divide d 
or doubled sympathies , b y thei r ambivalence . Ye t ther e ar e ground s 
for assumin g tha t th e huma n worl d i s bes t judge d t o b e on e rathe r 
than many , wit h a  differen t worl d fo r eac h poin t o f view , an d tha t 
the differen t culture s ar e t o a  significan t thoug h elusiv e degre e 
commensurable wit h on e another . 

I try t o us e th e argument s o f African , Indian , an d Chines e think -
ers withou t prejudice , tha t is , t o judg e the m wit h th e sam e atten -
tiveness an d seriousnes s a s thos e o f Europea n thinkers . Th e boo k i s 
therefore bot h a  discussion o f the difficultie s o f cultural compariso n 
and a n exercis e i n it s actua l use . I t i s o f cours e tru e that , b y m y 
own argument , I  cannot represen t th e thinker s I  have cite d t o thei r 
own satisfaction . 

The intellectua l strateg y I  have followed i s that o f the destructio n 
of extremes b y one another . Th e extrem e o f contextualism, relativ -
ism, o r individualis m i s destroyed , I  say, b y it s tendenc y t o contra -
dict itsel f because , cleverl y thoug h i t ha s bee n argued , i t canno t 
really dispens e wit h th e assumptio n o f samenes s an d objectivity . 
But th e extrem e o f samenes s an d objectivit y i s equall y vulnerabl e 
to self-contradiction becaus e i t canno t i n th e en d dispens e wit h th e 
assumption o f contex t an d relativity . M y strateg y o f th e mutua l 
destruction o f extreme s i s not , a s such , particularl y original . I t ha s 
some resemblance t o Sextus Empiricus' s attac k o n al l positive philo -
sophical views , t o Nagarjuna's neate r bu t equall y broa d attack , an d 
to Kant' s reasonin g o n th e antinomies ; bu t th e upsho t is , of course , 
different, i n keepin g wit h wha t I  se e a s a n empiricall y oriente d 
philosophy. Th e strateg y i s itsel f ope n t o attack , I  agree ; bu t I  d o 
not us e i t becaus e I  presume i t t o b e invulnerable , a  stat e tha t n o 
philosophy ca n attain . 

In writin g I  have trie d t o weav e togethe r a  numbe r o f theme s i n 
a natura l way . Take n separately , th e mai n them e ma y b e pu t i n 
these words : 

To understand anythin g wel l w e mus t gras p i t i n it s context . Thi s 
is particularl y eviden t whe n w e tr y t o understan d culture s othe r 
than ou r own . However , th e attemp t t o b e thoroug h i n understand -
ing contex t lead s t o a  tota l contextualization , i n whic h everythin g 
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becomes the context of everything else. Such a contextualization i s 
equivalent t o tota l relativity , a  position th e attraction s o f which I 
exemplify. No t th e leas t o f the m i s tha t i t satisfie s ou r fantas y o f 
omniscience—in thi s case, our abilit y to grasp philosophically ho w 
we might occupy every position and point of view at once. But tota l 
relativity i s very difficult t o defend an d seems at odds not only wit h 
essential huma n impulse s bu t wit h scienc e a s well. I t seem s mor e 
plausible to take this extreme position a s a necessary pole of thought, 
to which th e opposite, complementary pole , that of the noncontex -
tual o r absolute , i s equally necessary . Man y thinker s prefe r on e of 
the two poles, perhaps because logic appears to say that only one of 
them ca n b e true . Bu t logi c i s ofte n applie d wit h a  destructiv e 
crudeness and , i n it s two-value d form , i s often empiricall y inade -
quate o r inadequatel y interprete d fo r empirica l ends . A  positio n 
intermediate betwee n th e tw o pole s i s closer t o th e wa y i n whic h 
we actuall y thin k an d live . Thi s intermediat e positio n i s unstabl e 
because i t i s threatene d b y inconsistency , bu t i t fits  ou r endles s 
attempt t o understan d th e worl d i n whic h w e exist . Th e constan t 
adaptation o f the position t o different empirica l circumstances may 
give it a n ad hoc quality a t times , but thi s quality i s justified i n th e 
sense tha t ou r intellectua l construction s neve r prov e adequat e t o 
all that we experience. 

Of th e secondar y themes , tw o stan d out . Th e first  i s tha t th e 
emphasis o n contex t tend s t o mak e ever y even t an d individua l 
essentially differen t fro m ever y other . Whe n consisten t an d thor -
ough, suc h a n emphasi s lead s t o th e estheticall y beguilin g notio n 
that everyon e an d everything i s an absolut e individual . I t is doubt-
ful, however , i f this notion i s intellectually coherent . 

The othe r secondar y them e i s tha t th e attemp t t o ente r int o a n 
alien cultur e i s likely t o be difficult an d eve n painful , bu t i s corre-
spondingly importan t an d rewarding . Th e intermediat e positio n I 
have recommended i s adapted to both the difficulty an d the attemp t 
to overcom e it . Tha t is , th e attemp t i s plausible i n th e sens e tha t 
the worl d i s judged t o b e essentiall y one ; bu t th e strangenes s on e 
tries t o gras p o r dispe l ca n b e appreciate d a t whateve r dept h o f 
context i s mos t usefu l t o one' s aim . Th e desir e fo r a  bette r worl d 
lends the attempt a  genuine moral compulsion . 
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In one o f hi s novels , Henr y James said , "W e wor k i n th e dark — 
we d o wha t w e can—w e giv e wha t w e have . Ou r doub t i s ou r 
passion, an d our passion i s our task. The rest is the madness of art. " 
I should lik e to amen d thi s remark an d say instead , "W e work i n a 
light filled  wit h shiftin g shadows . T o overcom e ou r doub t i s ou r 
passion and our passion i s our task. But in carrying out our task, we 
learn a s bes t w e ca n tha t th e passio n ca n neve r b e quit e fulfille d 
and tha t w e ha d bes t reconcil e ourselve s t o knowin g les s than w e 
want. Thi s i s th e sacrific e tha t make s i t easie r t o giv e wha t w e 
have. The rest is the madness of philosophy." 
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1 
CONTEXTUAL PROBLEM S AND TENSION S 

The term context,  th e dictionaries tel l us, is derived from th e Lati n 
contextus, th e past participle of contextere, whic h means to weave 
together o r to join together . I n a  now-obsolete usage , i t referre d t o 
the weavin g togethe r o f words o r t o th e continuou s discours e pro -
duced b y th e weaving . I t als o referred an d stil l refer s t o th e word s 
that hel p determin e th e meanin g o f a  wor d o r passag e the y sur -
round. Bu t the meaning that concern s us is obviously more general. 
I venture th e followin g definition : Contex t i s that whic h environ s 
the objec t o f ou r interes t an d help s b y it s relevanc e t o explai n it . 
The environing may be temporal, geographical , cultural , cognitive , 
emotional — of any sort at all . Synonyms for context,  eac h with it s 
own associations , ar e word s such a s environment,  milieu,  setting, 
and background. 

A contex t i s b y definitio n relevan t t o whateve r i t i s tha t on e 
wants t o explai n an d exclude s everything , n o matter ho w clos e i n 
some way, tha t lack s the required explanator y power . I f one think s 
of it a s a background, on e sees that i t i s contrasted an d paired wit h 
a foreground , an d tha t th e tw o ar e reversible . On e ma y se e th e 
history o f Europe a s the background fo r it s philosophy o r theology , 
or se e th e philosoph y an d theolog y a s th e backgroun d fo r th e his -
tory; o r on e ma y se e th e abstrac t conten t o f a  sentenc e a s th e 
context fo r it s utterer's state o f emotion, o r the state of emotion a s 
the context for the abstract content ; an d the like. 

If we characteriz e contex t so , contextualis m i s the stud y o f th e 
way i n whic h context s explain , o r i s the vie w tha t explanatio n i s 
impossible o r seriously incomplet e unles s context i s taken int o ac -
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count. I n othe r words , everythin g i s seen a s relativ e t o it s context . 
For thi s reason , th e meanin g o f contextualis m ca n b e subsume d 
under th e broade r meanin g o f relativism , whic h say s tha t every -
thing i s relative or , negatively , tha t nothin g exist s or i s true o r goo d 
independently o f everythin g else . Relativis m i s the broade r concep t 
because th e notio n o f a n environmen t i s no t essentia l t o it . Skepti -
cism; i n contrast , ha s a n independen t meaning , whic h i s that noth -
ing ca n b e certainl y known . Neithe r contextualis m no r relativis m 
leads immediatel y t o thi s drasti c conclusion . Fo r example , th e lin -
guistic contex t o f th e presen t argumen t i s th e Englis h language . A s 
users o f English , bot h write r an d reader s understan d th e meaning s 
of th e word s background  an d foreground,  whic h ar e completel y 
relative t o on e another ; bu t ther e i s nothin g i n thi s contextualit y 
or thi s relativit y tha t compel s u s t o b e skeptical . O n th e contrary , 
contextualism an d relativis m eac h seem s t o imply tha t w e d o kno w 
the relationshi p i t emphasizes . 

I think tha t wha t I  have bee n sayin g make s abstrac t sense , bu t i t 
is to o remot e fro m th e histor y o f thought . Historically , fro m th e 
Greeks an d on , relativis m ha s bee n applie d mainl y t o ethics , esthet -
ics, an d th e theor y o f knowledge , an d use d mainl y t o undermin e 
confidence i n common-sens e certaintie s an d traditiona l judgments . 
It ha s therefor e bee n deploye d a s th e advanc e guar d o f skepticism . 
To reaso n i n th e usua l sequence : Whe n I  com e t o se e tha t on e 
person's terrorist s ar e anothe r person' s freedo m fighters , I  se e tha t 
the relativit y o f the judgment ma y wel l lea d me to decide tha t ther e 
is n o neutra l judg e an d therefor e n o wa y t o determin e th e trut h i n 
the matter . An d i f ther e i s n o wa y t o decid e it s truth , ther e i s i n 
practice n o trut h i n i t t o b e decide d — except th e trut h tha t th e 
judgment i s relative . 

Contextualism i s easil y brough t int o lin e wit h relativis m an d 
skepticism becaus e w e us e i t t o sho w wh y peopl e wh o liv e unde r 
different circumstance s mak e differen t mora l judgments , fo r in -
stance, t o distinguis h wh o i s a  terroris t an d wh o a  freedo m fighter , 
and then , a  natura l ste p further , t o reac h th e conclusio n tha t ou r 
dependence o n mora l context s make s u s al l partial . Fo r thi s reaso n 
the ide a o f a n impartia l o r true judgment mus t b e given up . 

What bot h reaso n an d histor y show , I  think , i s tha t th e bound -
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aries i n fac t betwee n contextualism , relativism , an d skepticis m 
have bee n fluid  an d tha t whe n thes e doctrine s hav e bee n take n t o 
extremes, the y hav e bee n use d to defend on e anothe r an d t o repre-
sent differen t aspect s o f on e another . However , thei r tendenc y t o 
coincide when extrem e should no t caus e u s to forget tha t eve n th e 
most moderate amon g us are to some degree contextualists, relativ -
ists, an d skeptics . The degree makes a  crucial difference. I t i s prob-
ably th e philosopher s wh o hav e ha d th e stronges t impuls e t o b e 
consistent an d driv e doctrine s t o thei r logica l extremes . Th e ver y 
practice o f a  socia l scienc e argue s th e acceptanc e o f assumption s 
that ar e no t compatibl e wit h extrem e skepticism . Anthropologists , 
who mad e contextualis m detaile d an d serious , hav e mos t usuall y 
been onl y cultura l relativists . Tha t is , the y hav e pointe d ou t tha t 
every perso n i s forme d b y th e particula r cultura l environmen t i n 
which h e lives ; but , a s w e wil l see , thei r contextualis m ha s no t 
been meant to be paradoxical or to express an unlimited skepticism . 

So muc h fo r a  first , bar e sketch . Whe n w e tr y t o g o further , w e 
discover tha t w e have no theory for context , n o rules for it , an d n o 
clear idea o f what limit s it ma y have . We are much mor e aware of 
contexts i n practic e tha n i n theory . Thi s is not surprising , becaus e 
we hav e learne d t o tak e ou r surrounding s o n trust . Smal l childre n 
are alway s runnin g forwar d i n curiosit y or , lik e cautiou s cats , re -
treating i n alarm ; bu t we , taugh t b y what migh t b e called natura l 
induction or , mor e simply , habit , hav e learne d t o trus t th e su n t o 
rise and life to remain basically familiar . 

Context, however , raise s problem s tha t canno t b e evaded . W e 
always arrive at a  moment a t which we need to come to terms with 
our lives and wit h on e another . Ever y one of us is going a  separate 
way, thinkin g separate thoughts , fo r separate reasons; and this , our 
separateness an d particularity , make s i t ofte n har d an d sometime s 
impossible fo r u s t o understan d on e another . Th e difficult y ca n 
certainly b e exaggerated . Whil e w e ar e o f differen t kinds—you , 
maybe, o f the bold dog kind an d I  of the timid ca t — here an d no w 
we ar e lik e enoug h t o follo w th e sam e trai n o f thought . Ye t th e 
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difficulty, a s we nee d no t b e told , ca n b e troublesom e an d a t time s 
fatal. I t i s clea r tha t t o understan d on e anothe r better , w e hav e t o 
be mor e awar e o f th e textura l difference s betwee n ou r lives , th e 
different way s i n whic h w e ar e wove n int o th e worl d an d int o on e 
another. W e therefor e agree , I  assume, tha t n o reasonin g o r actio n 
can b e understoo d ver y wel l outsid e o f it s ow n context . Th e ver y 
commonness o f th e ide a make s i t th e mor e strikin g tha t s o littl e 
thought ha s bee n devote d t o contex t i n itself . Historians , o f course , 
have lon g bee n establishin g historica l contexts , sociologist s socio -
logical ones , an d s o on; but , a s far a s I  know, neithe r historian s no r 
social scientist s hav e deal t intensivel y wit h th e ide a o f contex t a s 
such. Philosophers , wh o embod y a n abstrac t kin d o f context i n thei r 
systems, se e i t only there . 

What i s lacking , then , i s a  genera l discussion , whic h I  hop e t o 
begin, o f contex t a s such . I n it s absence , w e remai n rathe r blin d t o 
an essentia l conditio n o f accurat e thought . W e kno w tha t misun -
derstanding o n ever y leve l result s fro m contextua l disharmony , th e 
misweaving o f perception s o r ideas . An d th e partiality , i n bot h 
senses o f th e word , o f our philosophie s an d socia l science s i s relate d 
to our lac k o f success i n th e clarifyin g o f contexts , a  lac k tha t is , i n 
turn, relate d t o th e absenc e o f a  develope d ide a o f contex t a s such . 
This double lack , thoug h o f a  sort tha t ca n b e considerably relieved , 
can neve r b e quit e cured , becaus e th e proble m o f contex t i s to o 
difficult fo r philosopher s o r anyon e els e t o solve . 

Allow m e a  mockin g ton e a t m y ow n expense . Philosopher s tak e 
on problem s so difficult tha t the y nee d an d deserv e al l th e hel p the y 
can get . I  do no t doub t tha t i n th e future , whe n th e technolog y fo r 
it wil l hav e bee n perfected , philosopher s wil l b e made muc h better , 
made I  suppos e ou t o f th e ne w composit e materials , whic h ar e 
stronger tha n steel , stiffe r tha n titanium , lighte r tha n aluminum , 
and I  do no t kno w ho w muc h mor e resistan t t o corrosio n an d heat . 
Even then , however , n o matte r ho w improve d i n physica l capacity , 
analytical keenness , hermeneuti c penetration , o r mastery b y logica l 
fiat, th e philosophe r wil l remai n unabl e t o solv e th e problem . T o 
solve i t woul d requir e a t leas t omniscience , bu t omniscienc e i s 
logically inconceivabl e (knowin g depend s o n limitin g conditions ) 
and unlikely , i n an y case , t o grace a  merely huma n being . 
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Having sai d al l thi s withou t givin g an y evidence , I  mus t g o o n 
and explain . I n explaining , I  hope t o give th e proble m o f contex t 
some context o f its own, t o show past reactions to the problem, an d 
to indicate what I  take to be a reasonable attitud e towar d it . I  will 
also take u p a  number o f closely relate d problems , notabl y tha t o f 
relativism, which, unlike context, has inspired a  great deal of philo-
sophical discussion . 

I woul d lik e t o ad d a  mor e persona l wor d o n m y choic e o f th e 
problem of context a s such. There are two related reasons : The first 
is an interes t i n comparative cultur e an d philosophy ; th e second i s 
a persisten t inabilit y t o confin e mysel f t o philosoph y i n dealin g 
with philosophica l problems . Those who practice comparativ e phi -
losophy, a still exotic field, are always confronted wit h the question 
whether the taking and perhaps tearing of ideas from ver y differen t 
intellectual tradition s does not lea d only to confusion. I  try to give 
a genera l answe r i n th e followin g pages . M y inabilit y t o stic k t o 
philosophy shows itself when idea s from psychology , anthropology , 
or elsewher e intrude , unbidde n an d irrelevan t b y ordinar y philo -
sophical standards. I  then as k myself if philosophy should in princi -
ple be shielded from th e social sciences , a s many philosopher s hav e 
preferred, an d i f the socia l sciences should b e shielded fro m philos -
ophy, a s social scientists , thoug h no t philosophers , hav e often pre -
ferred. Doe s i t undermin e philosoph y i f it s professiona l mode s o f 
reasoning ar e supplemented b y an d eve n judged i n th e ligh t o f th e 
theories and empirica l description s of the socia l sciences? And does 
it undermin e th e socia l science s i f the y ar e confronte d wit h th e 
sharp, purel y conceptual reasonin g of philosophy an d it s developed 
and sometime s hypertrophie d insistenc e o n verba l distinctions ? I s 
reality, o r whatever i t i s that w e ar e trying t o understand , divide d 
along th e sam e line s a s our variou s disciplines ? Shoul d w e alway s 
favor a n immaculate purity over an untidy cohabitation ? 

Before proceeding with th e argument , I  ought t o expand o n what I 
have jus t said , no t t o develo p i t a s i t deserve s bu t t o indicat e th e 
temper of mind that underlie s the coming pages. 

5 



THE DILEMMA OF CONTEXT 

It appear s t o me tha t philosopher s ar e stubbornly themselves ; an d 
although the y ar e reluctan t t o acknowledg e it , thei r philosophie s 
are a s individual a s works of art . Althoug h philosopher s ma y rever e 
and imitat e science , philosoph y an d scienc e ar e differen t i n princi -
ple. Thi s i s n o mor e tha n a  commo n observation , bu t i t ough t no t 
to b e obscured. I t i s true tha t th e ter m science,  lik e th e ter m philos-
ophy, i s very hospitabl e an d classifie s togethe r man y quit e differen t 
intellectual enterprises . Bu t everythin g i n scienc e i s a t leas t sup -
posed t o b e testabl e b y test s a s public , impersonal , an d decisiv e a s 
possible. Philosophy , i n contrast , i s fre e o f an y tes t bu t th e vagu e 
one o f professiona l acceptance . Thi s freedo m i s essentia l t o it s being , 
because, t o fulfil l th e need s i t answers , philosoph y mus t criticiz e 
not onl y itsel f but , i n effect , everything , a t leas t i n general , an d s o 
deal wit h matter s tha t ar e bot h importan t an d beyon d scientifi c 
judgment. A s compare d wit h science , philosoph y ha s a  beautifu l 
freedom, whic h th e speculativ e intellec t exploit s t o sometime s 
beautiful o r profoun d ends . Ther e ar e infinitel y man y wonderland s 
for philosophica l Alice s t o wande r i n — there i s a  strong an d appro -
priate kinshi p no w betwee n certai n philosopher s an d writer s o f 
science fiction.  Bu t philosopher s wh o ar e no t bor n wonderlanders , 
or who d o no t fee l alienate d fro m o r superior t o the empirica l worl d 
and therefor e wan t thei r though t t o b e relevan t t o it , ough t t o b e 
careful t o direc t themselve s b y th e ligh t o f wha t i s empiricall y 
known. I t i s eve n possibl e t o combin e thi s obligatio n wit h th e 
wonderland-seeking o f contemporar y physic s an d astronomy , bu t 
far less , I  think, wit h th e discipline s on a  more huma n scale . 

Having reache d thi s conclusion , I  prefe r t o philosophiz e i n a 
temper tha t migh t b e calle d empirica l an d regarde d a s aki n t o 
pragmatism. Th e followin g page s wil l therefor e cit e man y ex -
amples, whic h ar e intende d t o ancho r th e argumen t empirically , t o 
keep i t withi n callin g distanc e o f experience , an d t o offe r i t th e 
possibility o f becomin g deepe r — well-chosen example s sugges t a 
depth beyon d th e abstractio n the y illustrate . M y objec t i s no t t o 
reason i n a  'scientific ' way . Th e intellectua l procedure s use d her e 
are to o la x fo r tha t an d th e problem s to o resistan t t o a  scientifi c 
approach. Bu t I  tr y t o thin k i n a  wa y tha t i s compatibl e wit h th e 
scientific, t o remin d mysel f ofte n o f th e resistanc e o f th e fact s t o 
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full analysis , an d t o kee p i n min d tha t th e final  objec t i s a  bette r 
grasp of the problems that we confront i n fact . 

Empirical philosophizin g strengthen s th e recognitio n tha t philo -
sophical abstraction s ar e both necessar y an d insufficient . The y ar e 
necessary becaus e the y ar e ofte n th e clearest , mos t helpfu l mean s 
by which t o think , an d becaus e i t i s only b y their pertinacious us e 
that w e ca n discove r wha t thei r insufficiencie s ar e an d wha t cau -
tions we had best apply to their use. 

The creator s o f a  serious , detailed , an d embracin g contextualis m 
have been the anthropologists . I  say "serious" because in the stud y 
of contex t merel y philosophica l declaration s appea r empty , "de -
tailed" becaus e convictio n depend s o n th e precis e descriptio n o f 
contextual ties , and "embracing" because only when inclusive does 
the stud y o f contex t len d genera l insigh t an d becom e a  genera l 
difficulty. Emil e Durkheim, with his strong influence on French and 
British anthropology , an d Max Weber must both be mentioned alon g 
with th e anthropologists . Bot h were thinkers whose attitude s wer e 
relevant, ha d bit e and depth, an d were applied i n an exceptionall y 
embracing way. 1  should like, however, t o begin with the American 
anthropologist Fran z Boa s an d hi s students . The y com e first  her e 
because they had so much genuine experience with strangeness and 
were s o committe d t o partak e o f th e strangenes s an d a t th e sam e 
time to study i t an d t o be, in thei r phrase , participant-observers . I t 
is they who , a s pioneer s i n thei r time , furnis h u s with th e larges t 
number o f closely observed example s an d wh o wage the mos t inti -
mate struggles with th e problem o f context an d th e relativism tha t 
follows from it . 

The ruling attitud e o f the social anthropologist s o f the late nine -
teenth an d early twentieth centurie s had been evolutionary. I n th e 
light o f this attitude , i t ha d bee n easy for the m t o give genetic an d 
environmental reason s to explain th e assumed  inferiorit y o f earlie r 
cultures an d o f th e still-existin g 'primitives. ' Th e attac k o n thi s 
evolutionary standpoint was led in the United States by Frank Boas, 
the same pioneering teacher who insisted tha t anthropolog y shoul d 
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cease t o b e th e constructio n place d b y denizen s o f librarie s o n 
travelers' tale s an d shoul d become , instead , a n independen t profes -
sion wit h standard s o f it s own , t o whic h fieldwork  wa s indis -
pensable. 

Even towar d th e beginnin g o f hi s career , Boa s wa s disputin g th e 
received ide a tha t ther e wer e innat e difference s i n th e menta l abil -
ities o f th e differen t races . A n Arcti c winte r spen t wit h th e Eskim o 
led hi m t o say : 

After a  lon g an d intimat e intercours e wit h th e Eskimo , i t wa s wit h 
feelings o f sorro w an d regre t tha t I  parted fro m m y Arcti c friends . I  ha d 
seen tha t the y enjoye d life , an d a  har d life , a s we do ; tha t natur e i s als o 
beautiful t o them; that feeling s of friendship als o root in the Eskimo heart; 
that, althoug h th e character of their life is so rude as compared to civilized 
life, th e Eskim o i s a  ma n a s we are ; tha t hi s feelings , hi s virtue s an d hi s 
shortcomings are based in human nature like ours. (Herskovit s 1953 , 1). 

Boas attribute d th e difference s betwee n people s t o th e diffusio n 
of cultural trait s from elsewher e an d t o the 'genius ' or cultura l styl e 
or mod e o f cultura l interpretatio n o f eac h o f them . H e hel d tha t 
each cultur e ha d value s o f it s ow n b y whic h it s progres s coul d b e 
measured an d tha t each , havin g focuse d o n certai n institution s 
rather tha n others , wa s comple x i n certai n way s an d simpl e i n 
others. On e o f hi s students , Alexande r Goldenweiser , gav e a s a n 
example th e simplicit y an d formlessnes s o f Eskim o politica l organi -
zation a s compare d wit h thei r ingeniou s an d near-perfec t techno -
logical adaptatio n t o thei r environmen t (Hatc h 1983 , 44). Anothe r 
of Boas' s students, Melvill e Herskovits , pointe d ou t tha t th e kinshi p 
system o f th e Australia n aborigine s wa s s o complex that , measure d 
by thei r criterio n o f th e valu e o f kinship , the y wer e civilize d an d 
the moder n Westerner s primitiv e (Hatc h 1983 , 47-48) . Rut h Bene -
dict, als o Boas' s student , sai d tha t ever y huma n societ y see n fro m 
the standpoin t o f anothe r appear s t o hav e gon e awry . Therefor e 
things ar e see n differentl y everywhere . I n som e societie s wa r i s 
made muc h of , bu t eve n the n no t necessaril y fo r th e sam e purpose . 
The Aztec s warre d i n orde r t o ge t captive s fo r religiou s sacrifices , 
while th e Spaniards , wh o fough t t o kill , brok e th e rules , dismayin g 
and defeatin g th e Aztecs . Th e Eskimos , wh o kne w ver y wel l wha t 
it wa s fo r on e individua l t o kil l another , wer e unable , a s th e ex -
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plorer Rasmusse n testified , t o gras p th e ide a o f war , i n whic h on e 
Eskimo village woul d g o out i n battl e arra y agains t anothe r (Bene -
dict 1934 , 30) . Generalizing , Benedic t concluded : 

We must imagine a  great ar c on which ar e ranged the possible interest s 
provided either by the human age-cycle or by the environment or by man's 
various activities . A  culture tha t capitalize d eve n a  considerable propor -
tion o f thes e woul d b e a s unintelligibl e a s a  language tha t use d al l th e 
clicks, al l th e glottal stops , al l the labials, dentals , sibilants , an d gutterals 
from voiceles s t o voiced an d fro m ora l t o nasal . It s identity a s a  cultur e 
depends upo n th e selectio n o f som e segment s o f thi s arc . Ever y huma n 
society everywher e ha s made such a  selection i n it s cultural institutions . 
Each from the point of view of another ignores fundamentals an d exploits 
irrelevancies. (Benedic t 1934 , 24; Hatch 1983 , 45) 

Boas and hi s students believe d tha t th e study o f different culture s 
by means of anthropological technique s would hel p to free us of th e 
chains o f ou r ow n cultur e an d vie w ourselve s mor e objectively . 
They sa w themselve s a s teaching , no t relativis m i n th e sens e o f 
individualism, bu t respect for cultural differences , th e astonishingl y 
different way s tha t huma n being s had discovered t o fulfil l th e sam e 
general need s (Hatc h 1983 , 76-78) . Th e enem y wa s ethnocentrism , 
"the point of view tha t one's own lif e is to be preferred to all others" 
(Herskovits 1948 , 68) . I n the vie w o f thes e anthropologists , relativ -
ism seem s alway s t o hav e bee n qualifie d b y a  belie f i n implicit , 
though vague , huma n universals . A s Herskovits argued : 

To say tha t ther e i s n o absolut e criterio n o f valu e o r morals , o r even, 
psychologically, o f tim e o r space , doe s no t mea n tha t suc h criteria , i n 
differing forms,  do not comprise universals in human culture. .  .  .  Morality 
is a universal, an d so is enjoyment of beauty, an d some standard of truth. 
The many forms these concepts take are but the products of the historica l 
experience of the societies that manifest them. In each, criteria are subject 
to continuous  questioning . Bu t the basi c conception s remain , t o channe l 
thought and direct conduct, t o give purpose to living. (1948 , 76-77) 

For thi s reason , sai d Herskovits , "cultural  relativis m mus t b e 
sharply distinguishe d fro m concept s o f th e relativit y o f individua l 
behavior, whic h woul d negat e al l socia l control s over conduct. Th e 
existence o f integrativ e mora l force s ha s bee n marke d i n ever y 
human society . Conformit y t o th e cod e o f th e grou p i s a  require -
ment fo r any regularity i n life" (1948 , 77). 
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In partia l response , i t seems, t o th e Second World War , prominen t 
anthropologists i n th e Unite d State s turne d awa y fro m cultura l 
relativism, wit h it s belie f i n equivalent , equall y vali d cultura l ideas , 
toward a n explici t belie f i n absolut e value s an d absolut e progress . 
In an y case , som e anthropologist s felt , Boa s an d hi s student s ha d 
been to o neglectfu l o f theory , a s i f th e collectio n o f fact s alon e 
would b e enough t o allo w th e trut h t o emerge . Alfre d Kroebe r wen t 
so fa r a s t o stat e tha t primitiv e societie s wer e morall y lowe r tha n 
China o r developed Wester n state s (Hatc h 1983 , 108) . I t was argue d 
that w e Westerner s us e a  doubl e standar d o f mora l judgmen t be -
cause we begi n b y expecting th e primitive societie s to be lower tha n 
ours, an d thi s doubl e standar d allow s u s t o forge t tha t the y ar e o n 
the whol e les s humane tha n w e ar e (Hatc h 1983 , 108-9) . 

By th e 1960s , whe n racia l tension s ha d grow n mor e acute , th e 
Vietnam Wa r mor e intractable , an d studen t riot s had erupte d i n th e 
very universitie s wher e socia l theor y wa s bein g invented , th e opti -
mistic belie f i n mora l progres s gav e wa y t o somethin g betwee n 
cultural relativis m an d a  generalize d evolutionar y theory . Accord -
ing t o thi s theory , eac h cultura l patter n wa s a  for m o f adaptatio n 
to it s local environment , al l th e form s fittin g int o a  single hierarch y 
at th e to p o f whic h wer e th e largest , mos t complex , thoug h no t 
necessarily happiest , societie s (Hatc h 1983 , 112-5) . 

The situatio n o f anthropolog y di d no t a t first  encourag e an y re -
turn t o relativism . T o begi n with , i t ha d becom e obviou s tha t non -
Westerners, man y o f the m member s o f newl y independen t states , 
insisted o n th e technologica l an d othe r benefit s o f Western civiliza -
tion. Western-educate d elite s wanted no t t o b e different an d equal , 
but simpl y equal . No t onl y di d non-Westerner s proclai m i n thes e 
unmistakable way s tha t the y believe d i n th e blessing s o f Wester n 
civilization; bu t the y als o accuse d th e anthropologist s o f havin g 
cared to o muc h fo r th e past , th e ver y lif e tha t ha d le d t o non -
Western subjectio n an d misery . The y di d no t wan t t o b e kep t im -
prisoned i n a n anthropologist' s Utopi a tha t degrade d it s inhabitant s 
and kep t the m fro m decidin g thei r ow n fates . 

Yet despit e th e tur n o f anthropologist s t o modifie d evolutionar y 
schemes, i t becam e obviou s befor e lon g tha t the y ha d no t forgotte n 
the possibilitie s o f relativism . Relativis m ha s a n eterna l attractive -
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ness; and by now, in the late 1980s , it has returned, perhaps to favor 
and certainly t o the cente r o f attention, thi s time i n th e guise of a 
so-called symbols-and-meaning s interpretatio n o f culture . Th e an -
thropologists wh o adop t thi s vie w emphasize , a s Durkhei m an d 
Ernst Cassirer emphasized before them, that man lives in a symbolic 
universe. A s Cassire r said , language , myth , art , an d religio n ar e 
"the varied threads which weave the symbolic net , the tangled we b 
of human experience/ ' Man "has so enveloped himsel f in linguisti c 
forms, i n artisti c images , in mythical symbol s or religious rites tha t 
he cannot se e or know anythin g excep t b y the interposition o f thi s 
artificial medium " (Herskovit s 1948 , 63). 

The symbolic anthropologist s poin t ou t tha t eve n Boas' s students 
tended to translate 'primitive' concepts carelessly, making the false, 
or at least unproved, assumptio n that our own emotion terms, value 
terms, an d schemes of classification wer e genuine equivalents . Per -
haps, on e o f the m adds , "ou r Wester n idea s an d intuition s abou t 
the nature of the person may be cross-culturally unique " instead of 
universal, a s w e s o easil y assum e (Lut z 1985 , 38) . Ou r academi c 
psychology impose s itsel f to o readil y o n alie n psychologica l con -
cepts, these anthropologists claim. W e must lear n t o be more sensi-
tive an d t o becom e awar e o f "th e underlyin g premise s tha t giv e 
ordinary tal k abou t person s an d behavio r it s meanin g an d mora l 
force" in the cultures we study, an d so to be drawn int o the others ' 
"culturally constructe d world s o f identity , action , an d emotion " 
(White 1985 , 358) . Onl y no w ar e w e beginnin g t o se e tha t eac h 
culture, smal l or large, creates its own symbols and symbolic struc-
tures, an d tha t eac h live s by "ideas fo r which ther e ar e no univer -
sally binding normative criteria" (Shwede r 1984b , 40). The ways in 
which we make demands — request, promise , and exhort — and th e 
ways i n whic h w e classify allo w grea t socia l latitude . Th e conclu -
sion i s tha t "ther e ar e n o standard s worth y o f universa l respec t 
dictating wha t t o thin k o r ho w t o act " (Schwede r 1984b , 47) . A s 
radical a s thes e word s sound , i t shoul d no t b e assume d tha t thei r 
author take s relativis m t o b e inherentl y mor e justifie d tha n it s 
opposite. Wha t thi s mean s canno t b e ver y clea r no w bu t wil l b e 
clarified, i f no t fo r th e anthropologis t i n question , the n fo r our -
selves. 
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The background I  have sketched abov e is especially relevan t t o th e 
anthropological example s tha t follow . I  begin , however , wit h a 
simpler, mor e ordinar y exampl e o f th e importanc e o f contex t t o 
understanding. Th e exampl e i s that o f a  single perso n i n a  cultur e 
we kno w bu t subcultur e w e d o not . Th e subculture , tha t o f th e 
professional criminal , i s on e t o whic h mos t o f u s ar e physicall y 
close yet psychologicall y distant . Becaus e w e kno w tha t criminal s 
live by values we are unable to accept , i t may seem to us that the y 
have succumbed t o temptatio n and , simultaneously , t o the misun -
derstanding o f th e ethica l principle s tha t we , th e noncriminals , 
have learned better . The belief that injustic e show s its perpetrator' s 
lack o f understandin g goe s back, o f course , t o Socrate s an d Plato . 
Criminals ar e no t usuall y reader s o f Plato , but , lik e thei r critics , 
they us e variant s o f argument s tha t appea r i n th e Republic.  Plat o 
wins his argument — as usual, hi s opponent break s down i n sweat -
ing confusion; bu t Plat o himself wrot e th e dialogue tha t give s him 
his victory, an d he arms himself with a  metaphysics perfectly adapte d 
to his case. His argument would be less persuasive in the context of 
a crimina l subcultur e suc h a s that i n which th e professional crimi -
nal I  am referring to , Robert Allerton, was born. 

The example of Allerton (Parke r and Allerton 1962 ) is a good one 
because h e explain s th e contex t o f hi s life , show s himsel f t o b e 
intelligent, an d use s th e normal , normall y inconsisten t styl e o f 
everyday life , no t tha t o f a  person wh o ha s been pu t o n guar d an d 
tries to defend himsel f with a  deceptive logical consistency . 

Allerton describes the setting of his life in the following words : 
My grandfather wa s a  pickpocket , m y six uncles were al l villain s [hard -

ened criminals ] an d tearaway s [hooligans , confirme d criminal s wit h vio -
lent tendencies] , m y brother s an d friend s wer e thieves , an d mos t o f th e 
neighbors were in and out of prison like pigeons in a loft. So for a long time, 
in fact, m y father was the only straight man I  knew. 

He was goo d an d kin d an d hones t — but, a s I  saw i t a s a  kid , al l i t go t 
him wa s poverty . H e was a  socialist — almost a  communist — and h e wa s 
always talkin g abou t changin g th e syste m whic h brough t riche s t o som e 
and povert y t o many . H e believe d i t coul d b e don e b y educatio n an d 
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political activity, by arguing and getting people round to his point of view. 
I was too impatient fo r that . I  believed th e system was wrong, too , but I 
knew it wouldn' t eve r be changed by our sort. I  didn't want t o wait two 
hundred years for the day when everyone had fair shares. I wanted to take 
part in the levelling-up of wealth myself, and make sure / got some benefit 
from it. And I wanted to start getting on with it there and then. (21) 

Allerton follows the sympathetic description of his father with a n 
equally sympathetic on e of his mother. H e is quite sure of her love, 
he says, and add s that, fo r al l the poverty of his family, hi s life a s a 
child wa s no t unhappy . Th e decency, kindness , an d goo d relation s 
of hi s parent s wer e surel y responsibl e fo r this . Hi s fathe r ha d a 
strong feeling of solidarity with his fellow workers and helped them, 
never, i n Allerton' s estimation , t o earn gratitude , bu t only becaus e 
he felt tha t th e worker s should stand together . Hi s mother, thoug h 
harried b y poverty , hunger , an d worry , neve r aske d fo r anythin g 
different becaus e sh e knew tha t hi s father love d he r an d "thi s wa s 
all that reall y mattered to her" (30-31) . 

The firs t perso n fro m who m Allerto n stol e wa s hi s own mother . 
The feelin g o f guil t tha t followe d wa s sever e an d prolonge d an d 
remained alway s vaguely troublesome . His guilt inspired him to try 
and give her gifts . 

I wil l no t g o int o th e detail s o f Allerton' s crimina l education , 
which seem s t o have followe d a  usua l cours e fo r hi s environment . 
He was repeatedly caugh t an d sentenced. Hi s experience led him t o 
think tha t kindnes s t o imprisone d criminal s worke d bette r tha n 
cruelty — especially fo r th e perso n makin g th e attemp t t o b e kin d 
— but he insisted that i t was a matter of indifference t o him person-
ally whethe r h e wa s treate d on e wa y o r th e othe r (34) . Nothin g 
could ge t him t o change . "I' m a  criminal," h e said. " I neve r thin k 
of myself in any other way. I  have no intention whatsoever of going 
straight or reforming" (85) . 

Allerton di d no t se e himsel f a s clevere r tha n mos t criminal s or , 
for tha t matter , tha n th e police . Lik e everyone else , he' d ha d suc -
cesses and failures , h e said. Whe n aske d i f prison sentences did no t 
deter him, he answered tha t prison was an occupational ris k he was 
quite prepare d t o take . "I'l l willingl y gambl e awa y a  thir d o f m y 
life in prison," he said, "s o long as I can live the way I  want fo r th e 
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other two-thirds . Afte r all , it' s m y life , an d that ' s ho w I  feel abou t 
it. Th e alternativ e — the prospec t o f vegetatin g th e res t o f m y lif e 
away i n a  stead y jo b .  .  .  now tha t reall y doe s terrif y me , fa r mor e 
than th e though t o f a  few years i n th e nick " (87) . 

When aske d i f ther e wa s nothin g wron g i n no t workin g fo r a 
living, h e explaine d tha t h e di d i n fac t wor k hard . Excep t fo r 
senseless pett y thievery , crimes , h e said , ha d t o be planned i n detai l 
and carrie d ou t unde r grea t nervou s strain . Afterward , ther e wa s 
often th e difficult y o f disposin g o f th e stole n goods . Man y o f th e 
rich, th e 'uppe r classes, ' di d n o wor k i n th e sens e mean t b y th e 
interviewer; an d he , th e criminal , wa s delighte d t o stea l fro m the m 
(88-89). 

Unless w e kee p i n min d tha t Allerton' s parent s wer e oppose d t o 
violence, i t ma y surpris e u s tha t Allerto n believe d that , o n a  fun -
damental level , violenc e wa s wrong. I n conformity wit h thi s belief , 
he admire d Alber t Schweitzer , oppose d th e H-bomb , apartheid , anti -
Semitism, an d capita l punishment , all , accordin g t o hi s inter -
viewer, quit e sincerel y (14) . However , h e said , o n a  day-to-da y 
level violenc e wa s a  too l o f hi s trade ; an d h e use d i t i n th e sam e 
way a s a n enginee r use d hi s slid e rule , a  bu s drive r hi s han d brake , 
and a  dentis t hi s drill . Violenc e wa s use d onl y whe n i t could no t b e 
avoided an d neve r fo r th e pleasur e o f it s exercise . "Violenc e i s i n a 
way lik e ba d languag e — something tha t a  perso n lik e me' s bee n 
brought u p with , somethin g I  go t use d t o ver y earl y o n a s par t o f 
the dail y scen e o f childhood , yo u migh t say . I  don' t a t al l recoi l 
from th e idea , I  don' t hav e a n inbor n dislik e o f th e thing , lik e yo u 
do. .  .  .  It' s jus t lik e an y othe r for m o f activity , eating , sleeping , 
drinking, screwing , anythin g you like " (93-94) . 

To the question "Wha t make s criminals?" Allerton answere d tha t 
he ha d rea d a  grea t dea l b y criminologist s becaus e crim e wa s th e 
most interestin g subjec t i n th e world t o him. Hi s impression o f som e 
of th e criminologist s wa s extremel y good , an d h e praise d the m fo r 
trying t o wor k thing s ou t an d tryin g t o ge t other s t o thin k deepl y 
about crim e instea d o f screamin g fo r mor e beating s an d mor e im -
prisonment. "And , well , sometime s som e o f the m ge t nea r som e o f 
the answers " (107) . Bu t n o one , h e added , kne w the  answer , an d 
even th e mos t capabl e o f th e criminologist s lacke d th e knowledg e 
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that onl y th e crimina l himsel f coul d have . Speakin g o f th e well -
known criminologis t Leo n Radzinowitz, h e said; " I can' t hel p feel -
ing this , tha t al l th e tim e he' s workin g i n th e dark , he' s guessing . 
Because he's not a  criminal himself , an d so he can't know " (107) . 

To explai n wha t h e meant , Allerto n sai d tha t yo u ca n catch , 
mount, an d stud y a  butterfly' s win g structure , anatomy , it s whol e 
mechanism "bu t you're still nowhere near knowing what it' s like to 
be a butterfly " (108) . Hi s suggestion wa s tha t criminologist s ge t a 
few ordinary workin g criminal s t o help the m — not thos e who ha d 
abandoned crime and whose mental processes as criminals had atro-
phied, but those still active professionally . 

To Allerton , on e o f th e attraction s o f a  crimina l caree r wa s a n 
interest i n othe r criminal s a s persons. Ordinary respectabl e person s 
he found dul l an d unlikable . I t wa s much mor e interestin g t o hi m 
to be with a  group of criminals than o f suburbanites, wh o were all , 
he said , th e sam e dow n t o th e smalles t detail , "s o stereotype d 
they're dead. " Th e tal k o f criminal s "i s deeper an d mor e real , th e 
life they lead goes at a  much faster temp o and has some excitemen t 
m it. " I t i s true tha t h e himself sometimes fel t slightl y out o f place 
m criminal society. He had caught himself looking over his shoulder 
when goin g int o a  publi c library , t o mak e sur e tha t nobod y wh o 
knew him was looking. I f you would mention th e name of Leonardo 
da Vinc i t o some o f th e bloke s he knew , h e imagined , the y woul d 
first ask whose mob he was with and , whe n tol d h e was a  painter , 
ask how much h e made. Bu t perhaps thi s lack of culture wasn' t al l 
chat important . I f h e ha d t o choos e betwee n a n ar t addic t an d a 
sound reliabl e screwsman , tha t is , burglar , he' d choos e th e screws-
man every time. Character i s far more important tha n cleverness or 
things like that (109-10) . 

To en d Allerton' s accoun t o f himself , I  repea t th e fundamenta l 
judgment h e mad e o f huma n beings , whos e motive s h e too k t o b e 
invariably selfish : 

I've me t n o one , anywhere , an y time , wit h who m i t wasn' t obvious , 
sooner rathe r tha n later , tha t i n th e en d th e mai n perso n h e was doing i t 
for was himself, even if only to congratulate himself on his ability to reform 
2 criminal . Th e straigh t man , th e reformer , alway s believe s i n hi s hear t 
that the criminal wants to go straight but is too stupid or proud to admit it , 
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or too helples s to change . I n my case the y wer e wrong . They wer e funda -
mentally wrong. (144-45 ) 

At thi s stag e o f m y argument , I  wan t onl y t o poin t ou t som e o f 
the mor e obviou s connection s betwee n Allerton' s environmen t an d 
his caree r an d views . I f w e assum e tha t Allerton' s descriptio n o f 
himself i s basicall y accurate , w e se e tha t hi s crimina l professio n 
resulted fro m th e criminalit y o f hi s environment , whic h over -
powered muc h o f th e influenc e o f hi s decent fathe r an d mother . W e 
see tha t hi s perception s wer e a s keen an d hi s reasonin g o r rational -
ization a s intelligen t a s thos e o f mos t peopl e i n a  noncrimina l 
environment. Th e excitemen t o f crime , lik e th e interes t and , i n hi s 
eyes, th e psychologica l straightnes s o f criminals , mad e hi s lif e pref -
erable t o tha t o f a  noncriminal . I  think tha t Allerton' s view s coul d 
be given a  philosophica l defens e a s strong a s tha t o f a  noncriminal , 
provided tha t w e allowe d hi m th e nuance s an d qualification s o n 
which he , a s a n intelligen t person , woul d surel y insist . Th e adop -
tion o f one defense o r the other woul d follo w mor e from th e contex t 
of lif e tha n fro m th e powe r o f th e logic . I  cannot no w undertak e t o 
compare th e powe r o f th e respectiv e defenses , bu t philosopher s ar e 
still tryin g t o sho w tha t th e mora l view s o f conventionall y mora l 
persons ar e logically best . However , i t i s questionable i f Plato, Kant , 
Mill, o r an y on e o f thei r philosophica l descendant s o r variant s i s 
philosophically righ t fo r everyone , o r i f ther e i s an y mora l positio n 
that i s philosophically provabl e i n a  contextua l vacuum . 

It i s wort h notin g tha t Allerto n mad e a  contentio n w e wil l find 
repeated b y other s i n othe r context s — that ou r gras p of a  situatio n 
is invariably limite d i f i t i s cognitive alone , if , tha t is , we hav e no t 
undergone th e experienc e o r live d th e lif e tha t w e ar e tryin g t o 
understand o r judge . Thi s vie w i s self-serving , t o b e sure ; bu t i t i s 
true tha t th e analysi s o f huma n belie f an d conduc t i s hampere d i f 
the analys t ha s neve r share d th e contex t tha t make s the m natural . 
Whoever suppose s tha t h e ca n analyz e belie f an d conduc t b y mean s 
of abstraction s alone , show s tha t h e i s unabl e t o fee l th e pul l o f 
beliefs differen t fro m those , imbibe d fro m hi s ow n environment , 
that h e himsel f make s th e ope n o r hidde n basi s fo r hi s abstrac t 
understanding. 
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Now fo r th e anthropologica l examples . I n orde r t o mak e the m 
coherent an d cumulative . I  have chosen the m fro m th e live s of th e 
Indians of present-day Canada an d the United States. Their interes t 
lies essentially i n the attempt t o understand — the attempt o f those 
in earl y contac t wit h th e Indian s t o understan d thei r nature ; o f 
contemporary Indian s t o understan d an d reviv e thei r traditiona l 
values; o f contemporar y scholar s t o understan d th e sensibilit y o f 
the Indian s by means of their poetry ; an d o f contemporary Indian s 
to understand th e nature of The Whiteman.  Throughout , th e grasp-
ing of context remains crucial . 

The early observers — the traders, explorers, envoys, and mission-
aries— had t o understan d th e Indian s wel l enoug h t o accomplis h 
what the y ha d com e for . Whil e thes e me n o f th e seventeent h an d 
eighteenth centurie s were individuals , eac h wit h hi s own bias , ther e 
)s enough convergenc e i n thei r report s fo r u s t o arriv e a t a  fairl y 
unified commo n image. 

The testimonies I  am about t o cite refer t o the Woodland Indians . 
These Indians were no less intelligent than the whites, the observers 
make clear , bu t the y wer e emotionall y muc h mor e restraine d o r 
stoical. "Whateve r misfortun e ma y befal l them/ ' say s on e o f th e 
observers, "the y neve r allo w themselve s t o lose thei r cal m compo -
sure of mind, in which they think that happiness especially consists . 
They endur e man y day s fasting ; als o disease s an d trial s wit h th e 
greatest cheerfulnes s an d patience . Eve n th e pang s o f childbirth , 
although mos t bitter , ar e so concealed o r conquered b y the wome n 
that the y d o no t eve n groan ; an d i f a  tea r o r groan shoul d escap e 
any one of them, sh e would b e stigmatized b y everlasting disgrace , 
nor could she find a  man thereafte r wh o would marr y her " (Hallo -
well 1955 , 133) . 

It was th e pride in stoicism tha t explain s th e game of enduranc e 
that was . played b y India n prisoners-of-wa r an d thei r India n cap -
tors. The captives tried t o remain unmove d b y the expert torture t o 
which the y wer e subjected , whil e th e captor s trie d t o remai n o r 

17 



THE DILEMMA OF CONTEXT 

appear amiable . Th e captive s woul d laugh , sing , an d mock , whil e 
the captor s would remai n apparentl y tranqui l an d spea k i n a  friendly , 
joking manner . 

The missionarie s note d t o thei r chagri n tha t th e Indian s expresse d 
themselves t o on e anothe r fa r mor e mildl y tha n wa s usua l amon g 
Europeans. On e missionar y wen t s o fa r a s t o sa y o f th e Oneida , 
'They kno w nothin g o f anger" ; bu t anothe r observer , speaking , i t 
must b e added , o f anothe r tribe , though t th e India n avoidanc e o f 
anger t o be calculated . H e said : 

They mak e a  pretence o f never getting angry , no t because of the beaut y 
of thi s virtue , fo r whic h the y hav e no t eve n a  name , bu t fo r thei r ow n 
contentment an d happiness ; I  mean , t o avoi d th e bitternes s cause d b y 
anger. The Sorcerer said t o me one day, speaking of one of our Frenchmen , 
"He ha s n o sense , h e get s angry ; a s fo r me , nothin g ca n distur b me ; le t 
hunger oppres s me , le t m y neares t relatio n pas s t o th e othe r life , le t th e 
Hiroquois, o r enemies , massacr e m y people , I  neve r ge t angry. " (Axtel l 
1985, *34) 

The Indians ' desir e t o mut e ange r wa s a  natura l accompanimen t 
of their individualis m an d insistenc e o n persona l freedom . A  Frenc h 
observer sai d o f the Micmac : 

They hol d i t a s a maxim tha t eac h on e i s free: tha t on e can d o what h e 
wishes: and tha t i t i s not sensibl e to pu t constrain t upo n men . I t i s neces-
sary, the y say , t o live without annoyanc e an d disquiet , an d t o be conten t 
with tha t whic h on e has, and to endure with constanc y th e misfortunes of 
nature, becaus e th e sun , o r h e wh o ha s mad e an d governe d all , order s i t 
thus. (Axtel l 1985 , 135). 

In keepin g wit h th e insistenc e o n persona l freedom , th e chief s 
often ha d n o authorit y t o give orders , bu t ha d t o confine themselve s 
to reasonin g an d exhortation . Childre n wer e treate d wit h grea t 
affection an d wer e grante d wha t seeme d t o th e white s excessiv e 
freedom. T o th e whites ' astonishmen t an d disapproval , th e childre n 
appeared neve r t o be rebuked an d t o be punished onl y ver y rarel y — 
this i s a n ag e whe n th e 'civilized, ' th e whites , believe d tha t corpo -
ral punishmen t wa s indispensabl e fo r instillin g politenes s an d de -
cency int o children . Som e o f th e European s though t th e Indian s 
were afrai d tha t childre n wh o ha d bee n discipline d to o muc h migh t 
harm themselve s (th e modern Senac a sa y tha t over-discipline d chil -
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dren ma y gro w u p t o mistrea t thei r parents) . Adult s wer e usuall y 
quick t o adjus t whateve r quarrel s they ha d wit h on e anothe r (Ax -
tell 1985 , 135-36, 138). 

The reluctanc e o f th e Indian s t o contradic t anyon e t o hi s fac e 
disconcerted th e missionaries. The inexperienced amon g them wer e 
sometimes deceive d int o supposin g tha t Indian s wh o ha d mean t 
only t o be polite had in fact accepte d thei r doctrines. I t was under -
standable tha t suc h missionarie s accuse d th e Indian s o f fickleness 
or dissimulation (Axtel l 1985 , 137-39). 

The missionaries were faced wit h many initial disadvantages . For 
the mos t part , th e Indian s were convinced o f their own basi c supe-
riority. Furthermore , the y coul d no t understan d th e missionaries ' 
doctrines because they were so different fro m thei r own and becaus e 
the Christian concepts were hard to translate accurately. On a more 
physical level, the missionaries struck the Indians as very odd. Their 
long, effeminant e robe s wer e a s strange a s the y wer e impractical , 
most obviousl y i n underbrus h o r in sand. The y were no t intereste d 
in wome n i n th e norma l mal e way . Lik e othe r Europeans , the y 
wore beards, signs , to the Indians , o f stupidity an d lo w sex appeal , 
and extremel y repulsiv e — there wa s a  tim e whe n th e Outagami s 
killed Frenchme n becaus e the y coul d no t endur e thei r beards . T o 
the insul t o f beards , th e missionarie s adde d th e injur y o f tonsures , 
shaven crown s so ugly an d unnatura l that , lik e beards , the y coul d 
inspire torture (Axtel l 1985 , 78-79, 108) . 

In the long run, however , the missionaries, especially the Jesuits, 
proved adaptable . Withi n th e limit s se t b y faith , th e Jesuit s wer e 
willing t o adjus t thei r way s an d accep t a  measure o f cultural rela -
tivism. Som e Jesuits impresse d th e Indian s b y learning t o speak i n 
the gesticulating , metaphorica l styl e o f India n oratory . Anothe r 
tactic wa s t o exploi t th e Indians ' disinclinatio n fo r shar p publi c 
controversy. Th e missionarie s di d thi s b y openl y attackin g thei r 
religion an d humiliatin g thei r shamans , wit h a  self-righteou s au -
dacity no Indian could muster a t first  (Axtel l 1985 , 88, 94-5). 

Not that th e Indians were absolute paragons of respect for huma n 
beings. The obvers e o f thei r reluctanc e t o confron t a  person t o hi s 
face was a certain dissimulation, i n the sense that they remembered 
the insult s the y ha d appeare d t o disregar d an d repai d the m b y 
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slandering th e insulter s behin d thei r back s o r teasin g the m i n thei r 
presence. Speakin g o f the Montaignais , a  Frenchman said : 

Their lif e i s spent i n eating , laughin g an d makin g spor t o f eac h other , 
and of all the people they know. .  .  .  The Savages are slanderous beyond al l 
belief; I  say , als o amon g themselves , fo r the y d o no t spar e eve n thei r 
nearest relations , an d with i t al l they ar e deceitful. For , i f one speaks ill of 
another, the y al l jee r wit h lou d laughter ; i f th e othe r appear s upo n th e 
scene, th e firs t on e wil l show him as much affectio n an d trea t hi m with a s 
much love , a s i f h e ha d elevate d hi m t o th e thir d heave n b y hi s praise . 
(Hallowell 1955 , 139) 

Afterward, th e sam e observe r wrot e i n puzzlement : 

It i s strange t o see how thes e peopl e agre e s o well outwardly , an d ho w 
they hat e one another . The y do not often ge t angry an d figh t on e another , 
but i n the depths of their heart s they inten d a  great dea l o f harm. I  do not 
understand ho w thi s ca n b e consisten t wit h th e kindnes s an d assistanc e 
they offer on e another. (Hallowel l 1955 , 140) 

We se e tha t Europea n observer s wer e struc k b y India n stoicis m 
and th e cruelt y wit h whic h the y teste d it , b y thei r kindnes s o r 
laxness with thei r children , b y the persona l freedo m the y demande d 
and gave , an d b y thei r readines s t o ridicul e th e ver y person s who m 
they honore d t o thei r face s an d helped . Give n th e distanc e i n tim e 
and culture , i t woul d b e har d fo r u s t o strik e a  fai r balanc e an d 
judge th e Indian s b y compariso n wit h thei r Europea n judges . How -
ever, ther e were persons who ha d t o strike a  balance ther e an d then , 
in th e seventeent h o r eighteent h century , i n orde r t o choos e thei r 
way o f life ; an d i t i s strikin g t o se e ho w ofte n th e choic e wa s i n 
favor o f the Indians . 

The circumstance s o f th e choic e wer e these : B y th e en d o f th e 
colonial perio d man y settlers , bot h Englis h an d French , ha d gon e t o 
live wit h th e Indian s o r ha d refuse d t o b e rescued afte r havin g bee n 
captured b y them . I n 1747 , fo r example , whe n th e Frenc h an d th e 
Iroquois mad e a  treat y o f peace , th e Frenc h wh o ha d bee n take n 
prisoner wer e give n th e chanc e t o retur n t o thei r forme r lif e bu t 
refused: 

No Arguments , n o Intreaties , no r Tear s o f thei r Friend s an d Relations , 
could persuad e man y o f the m t o leav e thei r ne w India n Friend s an d Ac -
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quaintance[s]; severa l o f the m tha t wer e b y th e Caressing s o f thei r Rela -
tions persuaded t o come Home, in a little Time grew tired of our Manner of 
living, and ru n [sic]  away  agai n t o the Indians , an d ended thei r Day s with 
them. O n th e othe r Hand , India n Childre n hav e bee n carefull y educate d 
among th e English , cloathe d an d taught , yet , I  think , ther e i s no t on e 
Instance tha t an y o f these , afte r the y ha d Libert y t o go among thei r ow n 
People, an d wer e com e t o Age , woul d remai n wit h th e English , bu t re -
turned t o thei r own Nations , an d becam e a s fond o f the India n Manne r of 
Life as those that knew nothing of a civilized Manner of living. What I  now 
tell o f Christia n Prisoner s amon g Indians , relate s no t onl y t o wha t hap -
pened a t th e Conclusio n o f thi s War , bu t ha s bee n foun d tru e o n man y 
other Occasions. (Axtell , 1985 , 303) 

One John Brickell , wh o ha d live d wit h th e Delaware s fo r fou r an d 
a hal f years, sai d o f them : 

The Delaware s ar e the bes t people t o train u p children I  ever was with . 
Their leisur e hour s are , i n a  grea t measure , spen t i n trainin g u p thei r 
children to observe what they believe to be right. .  .  .  They certainly follo w 
what the y ar e taugh t t o believ e mor e closely , an d I  might sa y mor e hon -
estly, i n general , tha n w e Christian s d o the divin e precept s o f our Redee -
mer. . . . I  know I  am influenced t o good, even a t this day, more from wha t 
• learne d among them, tha n what I  learned among people of my own color . 
(Axtell 1985 , 325) 

Yet howeve r th e balanc e betwee n th e natur e o f India n an d whit e 
is no w calculate d o r wa s calculate d a t th e time , th e characteristi c 
stoical restrain t an d th e humanit y o f the Indian s prove d vulnerabl e 
to th e traders ' alcohol . I n traditiona l India n life , isolatio n an d self -
torture wer e undergon e fo r th e sak e o f revelator y dream s an d th e 
hope o f adoptio n b y a  guardia n spirit . Althoug h on e shoul d b e 
careful no t t o overgeneraliz e fro m individua l instances , ther e i s 
tragic trut h i n th e word s o f one o f the earl y observers : 

Injuries, quarrels , homicides , parricide s ar e t o thi s da y th e sa d conse -
quences o f th e trad e i n brandy ; an d on e see s with grie f Indian s dyin g i n 
their drunkenness: strangling themselves : the brothe r cutting the throa t o f 
the sister : th e husban d breakin g th e hea d o f th e wife:  a  mothe r throwin g 
her chil d int o th e fire  or th e river : an d father s cruell y chokin g littl e chil -
dren who m the y cheris h an d lov e a s much as , an d mor e than , themselve s 
when the y ar e no t deprive d o f thei r reason . (Hallowell , 1955 , 142 ; Axtel l 
1985, 64-65) 
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Writing i n th e 1950s , th e anthropologis t A . I . Hallowell , fro m 
whom I  have draw n muc h o f th e foregoing , observe d tha t th e Indi -
ans o f th e Easter n Woodland s stil l retaine d muc h o f th e emotiona l 
nature describe d b y the th e earl y observers . Tha t is , with th e excep -
tion o f humor , al l th e emotion s wer e restrained . Ange r wa s feared , 
he explained , no t onl y becaus e it s immediat e result s migh t b e bad , 
but becaus e i t migh t lea d t o vengeanc e b y wa y o f sorcery . Huma n 
appearances wer e regarde d a s form s o f concealment . Hallowel l re -
called a n apposit e conversatio n wit h hi s Ojibw a informant . Whe n 
he sai d t o hi m tha t a n ol d Ojibw a India n wh o wa s repute d t o hav e 
killed hi s nephe w wa s a  particularl y nic e ol d man , th e answe r wa s 
"That's jus t th e reaso n I  reall y believ e h e di d it " (Hallowel l 1955 , 
148). 

W e kno w tha t th e subsequen t histor y o f th e Indian s i n wha t be -
came th e Unite d State s ha s bee n sordi d an d ofte n tragic . Th e Indi -
ans wer e struc k dow n b y disease s t o whic h the y ha d n o immunity . 
Despite th e goo d intention s o f no t a  fe w o f thei r whit e rulers , thei r 
condition usuall y wen t fro m ba d t o wors e a s thei r freedo m an d 
lands wer e take n fro m the m an d the y wer e confine d t o reservation s 
and envelope d i n a  cultur e fo r whic h the y ha d n o competence . 
Pleading fo r Englis h goods , a  Chocta w chie f sai d i n 177 2 tha t hi s 
people wer e "ignoran t an d helples s a s th e Beast s i n th e woods . 
Incapable o f makin g Necessarie s fo r ourselve s ou r sol e dependenc e 
is upon you" (Pruch a 1985 , 38). The Indian s preferred , o f course , t o 
continue t o liv e a s muc h a s possibl e a s the y ha d live d earlier . Fo r 
hunting the y neede d th e whit e man' s guns an d ammunition , whic h 
they neve r learne d t o make ; bu t the y coul d no t be  whit e men , a 
Sioux chie f said . "W e ar e me n lik e you, " h e said , "bu t th e Grea t 
Spirit gav e u s huntin g grounds , gav e u s th e buffalo , th e elk , th e 
deer, an d th e antelope . Ou r father s hav e taugh t u s t o hun t an d liv e 
on th e Plain s an d w e ar e contented" (Pruch a 1985 , 40). 

During th e las t decade s o f th e nineteent h century , th e Indians , 
who ha d bee n thoroughl y subjugate d b y then , wer e le d b y paternal -
istic reformer s t o brea k wit h th e triba l pas t an d th e reservations . 
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They wer e encourage d t o establis h lif e o n thei r privat e land , a s 
individuals an d citizens , whil e thei r childre n wer e committe d t o 
English-speaking schools and taught standard, non-India n curricul a 
(Prucha 1985 , 23). However, thi s reform worked to the detriment of 
many o f th e Indians , wh o soo n sol d thei r lan d o r los t i t t o thei r 
creditors. As for the schools, they were more effective i n destroyin g 
the old culture than i n inculcating th e new (Pruch a 1985 , 150-52). 

In th e 1920s , ther e wa s a  drive , le d b y th e energeti c socia l re -
former John Collier , t o protect the Indian s and their tradition (Pru -
cha 59-63) . Thi s driv e an d th e subsequen t India n Reorganizatio n 
Act o f 193 4 served India n interest s an d India n pride . Ther e wer e 
many India n groups that ha d become too assimilated an d refused t o 
return t o triba l life , an d fo r a  numbe r o f the m th e ac t wa s termi -
nated. However , th e prospec t o f a n en d t o thei r specia l statu s an d 
to th e federa l hel p the y ha d bee n give n wa s to o threatening , an d 
the Indian s an d thei r supporter s demande d tha t th e governmen t 
continue t o recogniz e it s specia l obligation s (Pruch a 1985 , 63-72). 
In 1978 , th e Suprem e Cour t decide d tha t th e India n tribe s wer e 
composed o f citizens of th e Unite d States ; nevertheless , a t th e suf-
ferance o f Congress, the tribes retained a  limited an d unique sover -
eignty o f thei r ow n (ibid . 93) . The exten t o f triba l jurisdiction o n 
the reservation s i s stil l unclear , an d th e conflic t betwee n triba l 
autonomy an d th e government' s paterna l responsibilit y i s not an d 
cannot be easily resolved (Pruch a 1985 , 94ff.). 

This history, whic h I  have repeate d s o dryly an d briefly , arouse d 
strong passions and th e resurgence I  have described of Indian pride . 
The best-know n statemen t o f thi s prid e i s to b e found i n th e boo k 
Black Elk  Speaks,  "a s tol d throug h Joh n G . Neihardt. " Th e boo k 
was first  published , t o littl e effect , i n 193 2 bu t wa s reissue d wit h 
great succes s i n 1961 . In 1984 , th e anthropologis t Raymon d J . De -
Maillie publishe d th e transcript s o n whic h Black  Elk  Speaks  wa s 
based, wit h a  detailed introduction . I  take wha t follow s fro m thi s 
source. 

Like his father an d grandfather , Blac k Elk was a  holy man o f th e 
Oglala Lakotas , a  branc h o f th e Sioux . John Neihardt , wh o com -
posed th e boo k fro m a  selectio n o f Blac k Elk' s words , wa s a  poe t 
who gre w t o fee l tha t hi s consciousness an d tha t o f the ol d India n 
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had a s muc h a s merged . H e believe d tha t th e Indian , thoug h h e 
knew n o English , wa s repeatin g his , Neihardt's , thoughts . Some -
times Blac k El k seeme d t o Neihard t t o b e quotin g fro m hi s poetry , 
and whe n Neihard t ha d som e o f i t translate d int o Sioux , th e ol d 
man "immediatel y recognize d th e idea s a s hi s own " (DeMailli e 
1984, 41) . 

By the tim e tha t Neihard t hel d hi s conversation s wit h Blac k Elk , 
the latte r ha d lon g bee n converte d t o Catholicism , whic h h e ha d 
taught t o othe r Indians . Ye t hi s teachin g continue d t o represen t 
much o f the traditio n i n which h e ha d grow n u p (89) . I n the Lakot a 
tradition, th e predominan t symbo l wa s th e circle , fo r everythin g i n 
the natura l world , rock s excepted , wa s take n t o b e round . Round -
ness wa s take n t o indicat e o r t o b e life , an d t o sho w th e beginning -
lessness an d endlessnes s tha t symbolize d th e wholenes s an d onenes s 
of the universe ; an d th e onenes s o f the univers e wa s take n t o b e th e 
embodiment o f th e intangibl e wakan,  th e life-givin g forc e tha t i n 
its totalit y wa s th e Grea t Incomprehensibility , th e Wakan  Tanka. 
Wakan, whic h wa s no t bor n an d wil l no t die , create d th e univers e 
and wa s embodie d i n i t an d wa s know n t o hol y me n b y mean s o f 
the fasting , prayer , an d ceremon y tha t ha d earne d the m a  shar e i n 
its universa l power . Eac h o f th e me n wh o sough t knowledg e o f th e 
wakan formulate d hi s own syste m o f belief , fo r althoug h th e seeker s 
shared fundamenta l concepts , eac h o f them , especiall y i f h e ha d 
undergone a n impressiv e visionar y experience , coul d ad d t o an d 
reformulate th e Lakot a religio n (76-83) . 

Black Elk , wh o ha d undergon e a  grea t visionar y experience , re -
mained fairl y clos e t o hi s tradition . However , hi s Christian trainin g 
showed itsel f i n a n emphasi s o n redemptio n an d o n th e Messiah . 
The universalisti c spiri t i n whic h h e proclaime d tha t th e salvatio n 
of th e sacre d circl e woul d unit e al l continent s an d people s wa s 
surely no t nativ e t o Lakot a tradition , i n whic h th e salvatio n o f al l 
human being s was unnecessary , fo r th e Lakota s believed themselve s 
to b e "th e origina l an d bes t people " (90) . The Blac k El k of the boo k 
also departe d fro m hi s pas t i n rejectin g th e power s o f destructio n 
that a  visio n traditionall y granted , i n minimizin g th e them e o f 
warfare, whic h wa s prominen t i n th e tradition , an d i n interpretin g 
the harmon y o f th e circl e i n th e sens e o f th e harmon y o f Christia n 
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love. Furthermore, in tradition, Wakan  Tanka  embodied many wakan 
beings i n man y differen t aspect s an d wa s neve r personified , a s i n 
the book, a s a single being (91) . 

Because we no w hav e th e transcript s o n which Black  Elk  Speaks 
was based, i t is possible to distinguish th e views for which Neihard t 
himself wa s responsible . Blac k El k appear s t o hav e allowe d hi s 
conversion t o Christianity fo r mainly practica l reason s and to have 
assumed tha t th e Lakot a religio n an d Catholicis m wer e simila r 
enough t o b e worked togethe r and , i n th e process , improve d (91) . 
But Neihardt compose d Black  Elk Speaks  in a n atmospher e o f help-
lessness tha t reflecte d th e tragi c histor y o f India n defea t h e wa s 
trying t o conve y i n hi s poeti c lifework , A  Cycle  of  the  West  (91) . 
He therefore represente d Blac k Elk a s a  "pitifu l ol d man sorrowin g 
over the destruction o f his people" and forgo t th e evidence of Black 
Elk's lif e a s ''patriarch , rancher , catechist , an d communit y elder " 
(57). Likewise , h e minimize d everythin g havin g t o d o wit h Blac k 
Elk's early experienc e o f the whit e man' s world . H e minimized, a s 
well, th e imager y o f warfare an d killing , th e power to destroy tha t 
in tradition complemente d th e power t o make life . I n contrast, th e 
other publishe d account s o f Lakot a vision s cente r mostl y o n th e 
giving of power for success in warfare (52-54) . The result was tha t 
in Neihardt' s representatio n Blac k El k becam e a  sain t rathe r tha n 
the human, no t always saintly person he had really been. A furthe r 
possible reaso n fo r Neihardt' s emphasi s o r misunderstandin g wa s 
that, t o th e Lakota , th e efficac y o f prayer "depende d upo n makin g 
oneself humbl e an d pitiabl e befor e th e power s of the universe . Bu t 
this was a  ritua l attitude , no t a n expressio n o f hopelessness" (55-
56). 

Black Elk  Speaks  mad e a  strong impressio n o n Indian s an d non -
Indians alike . I t fitted  i n wel l wit h th e prevailin g sens e tha t man -
kind had become alienated fro m th e natural world . Some took i t a s 
a clue to the revitalization o f religion, an d American Indian s ofte n 
saw i t a s expression o f the essential s o f thei r traditio n tha t ha d t o 
be preserved. A present-day Indian writer says that Black Elk Speaks 
has becom e th e Nort h America n bibl e o f youn g Indian s o f al l 
tribes, wh o ar e searching fo r root s o f thei r ow n i n th e structur e o f 
reality — in othe r words , fo r a n India n metaphysics . Ironically , 
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many o f th e mos t widel y quote d word s o f th e boo k ar e no t thos e 
spoken b y Blac k El k (76-80) . Neihard t consciousl y edite d i t i n ligh t 
of hi s own humanitarianis m o r panhumanism , an d i n tha t o f Blac k 
Elk's Christia n rathe r tha n India n ideal s (52-55 ; Brumbl e 1983 , 
359). Th e boo k i s therefore a s modern a s it i s traditional an d reflect s 
a subtl e bu t decisiv e chang e i n context , fro m traditiona l India n t o 
contemporary revival . 

The atmospher e o f a  renascen t India n prid e als o suffuse s a  late r 
book, Ritual  of  the  Wind,  b y th e America n India n write r Jamak e 
Highwater. H e acknowledge s tha t i t i s difficul t t o generaliz e abou t 
Indians becaus e the y represen t no t on e bu t man y cultures , bu t h e 
finds th e India n heritag e t o b e th e antithesi s o f th e sad , ari d worl d 
of Wester n civilization . T o him , th e cultur e produce d b y th e Indi -
ans i s an alternativ e vie w o f the world , on e s o India n tha t i t ca n b e 
grasped onl y b y Indian s themselve s i n term s o f thei r dail y lives . I t 
is therefore natura l tha t a t first  approac h white s fee l alienate d fro m 
Indian idea s i n th e sam e wa y a s Indian s hav e fel t alienate d fo r 
centuries amon g th e whites . Fo r on e wh o ha s experience d bot h 
forms o f life , th e India n i s clearly th e better : 

People ar e discoverin g a  vas t alternativ e mentalit y amon g Indians , a 
brilliance o f ideas and a  process of life unknow n i n th e West . A t the sam e 
time, peopl e ar e havin g difficult y understandin g tha t America n Indian s 
who look to whites so thoroughly savag e an d uncivilized , an d who live in 
what i s taken t o be squalor an d ignorance , an d wh o failed t o discover th e 
Industrial Revolution , nuclea r weaponry , Go d an d Jesus have nonetheles s 
created al l th e stupendously gracefu l an d lofty cultur e tha t fill s thei r lives. 
(Highwater 1977 , 10) 

Translated ver y simply , Highwate r i s saying , "A s a n India n m y 
values ar e highe r an d m y wisdom superio r t o yours; an d i f you wan t 
to ris e t o th e India n leve l o f culture , yo u mus t mak e a  genuine , 
sustained effort . Wisdo m i s no t bough t cheaply/ ' Muc h th e sam e 
message i s conveye d b y th e poet , artist , an d anthropologis t Wend y 
Rose, wh o i s par t Miwo k an d par t Hop i (Margoli n 1981 , 183) . Sh e 
scorns the effort s o f white poet s to ente r th e India n sou l lik e tourist s 
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taking a  quic k tur n i n a  foreign temple . Sh e begins a  poe m wit h th e 
words: 

For the white poets who would be Indian 
just once. Just long enough 
to snap up the words 
fishhooked from ou r tongues; 
you think of us now 
when you kneel on the earth 
when you turn hol y 
in a temporary touris m 
of our souls. 

Rose scorn s th e whit e poets ' "Indian " face-paintin g an d thei r 
sitting bac k o n thei r heel s t o becom e primitiv e an d gai n a n instan t 
primal knowledge . Sh e ends with th e sad , aci d observation : 

You finish your poems 
And go back. 

This moder n India n poe m o n th e difficult y o f crossin g fro m on e 
culture int o another , ver y differen t cultur e lead s m e t o conside r 
something o f wha t expert s hav e sai d abou t th e verba l ar t o f th e 
American Indian s an d th e possibilit y o f grasping i t i n th e contex t o f 
the languag e w e non-Indian s spea k an d th e cultur e w e inhabit . 

A studen t o f India n literature , Jeffre y Huntsman , list s an d com -
ments o n contemporar y mode s o f appreciatin g America n India n 
literature (Huntsma n 1983 , 88-90) . Th e would-b e evaluator s be -
lieve, h e says , tha t India n literatur e i s t o b e appreciate d a s a  gif t 
the Indian s hav e give n ou r civilization ; a s a n embodimen t o f a n 
ecological perspective ; a s a  reflectio n o f th e herois m o f India n lead -
ers; a s a  revelatio n o f th e injustice s suffere d b y th e Indians ; o r a s a 
revelation o f unspoiled 'wildernes s poets / 

Huntsman's commen t i s tha t al l thes e approache s presuppos e wha t 
he calle d Angl o values . T o sa y tha t th e Indian s hav e contribute d 
something t o civilization i s to intend t o elevate the m i n Angl o eyes . 
To prais e thei r heroe s i s t o regar d leader s i n thei r cultur e an d our s 
as havin g a  congruen t function . T o spea k o f revealin g injustice s i s 

27 



THE DILEMMA OF CONTEXT 

to assum e identica l lega l value s an d suppos e tha t Indian s suffe r 
from th e same useles s guilts a s Anglos. An d t o look fo r th e unspoile d 
wilderness poe t i s t o loo k fo r a n absur d India n twi n t o Longfello w 
or Southey . Eve n whe n w e d o hav e a  sincer e respec t fo r India n 
culture, w e almos t alway s tak e it s literatur e quit e ou t o f contex t 
and transfor m it , a s genericall y Indian , int o a n artifac t o f Angl o 
literature. 

Though h e insist s tha t ther e ar e n o generic Indian s bu t onl y Utes , 
Dakotas, an d s o on , Huntsma n contrast s Angl o wit h India n atti -
tudes. W e Anglos , h e says , ar e s o acutel y awar e o f ou r persona l 
uniqueness tha t i t i s almos t impossibl e fo r u s t o fee l a  complet e 
sense o f community . Anglo s usuall y valu e th e persona l an d inno -
vative, an d th e self-imag e o f th e Angl o poe t i s that o f th e invento r 
of uniqu e literar y artifact s b y mean s o f whic h t o exhibi t onesel f i n 
proud emotiona l nakedness . Unlik e Anglos , Indian s liv e i n a  net -
work o f relationship s int o whic h the y ar e bor n an d whic h the y 
leave, whe n the y die , basicall y unchanged . Fo r th e Nativ e Ameri -
can, th e sel f i s unobtrusive, an d it s verbal ar t i s simultaneously an d 
paradoxically bot h privat e an d public . Tha t is , a  poe m i s the prop -
erty o f it s owner bu t belong s simultaneously t o al l thos e wh o kno w 
it. "It s owne r i s bot h creato r an d audience , an d audienc e bot h 
creator an d owner " (89) . The vision quest s of the Plain s Indian s ar e 
highly individual , bu t the y acquir e thei r meanin g an d powe r onl y 
after the y hav e bee n publicl y reveale d an d hav e bee n absorbe d i n 
this sense into communa l experience . 

Speaking o f problem s o f translation , Huntsma n say s tha t th e po -
etry o f th e people s o f th e Hig h Plain s tend s t o b e personal , epigram -
matic, an d lyrica l — the leas t misleadin g ter m — and ca n b e trans -
lated relativel y literall y an d graspe d b y mos t non-Indian s a s 
"meaningful an d lovin g works of art . " Bu t th e Puebl o peoples ar e s o 
different i n personality an d socia l organization tha t thei r literature , 
which approximate s wha t w e non-Indian s cal l epic , i s harde r t o 
appreciate i n English . Huntsma n add s that a  desire for poeti c effect s 
may temp t th e translato r int o a  spurious literalism . A  sentence tha t 
sounds poeti c i n English , suc h a s "Hunge r i s tryin g t o kil l me, " i s 
commonplace an d quit e unpoeti c i n Navaj o (90) . A  furthe r diffi -
culty i s tha t India n literatur e i s usuall y mean t t o b e th e verba l 
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aspect of a ceremony, an d it s separation from thi s context impover -
ishes it. Taken separately fro m th e ceremony to which i t belongs, i t 
resembles th e librett o o f a n oper a apar t fro m th e othe r elements , 
the music , scenery , an d acting , tha t joi n th e librett o t o giv e on e 
another thei r mutual lif e (90) . 

Observe that Huntsman' s sensitive comments contain a t least the 
seeds o f contradiction . Whil e h e say s tha t ther e i s no simpl y "In -
dian" context, onl y that o f a specific India n community , h e contin-
ues a s i f i t wer e perfectl y reasonabl e t o dra w a  sweepin g contras t 
between India n an d Anglo . Th e onl y contras t h e draw s amon g 
Indians themselve s i s betwee n th e cultur e o f th e Hig h Plains , i n 
which poetry i s lyrical, an d tha t o f the Pueblos , in which i t i s epic-
He makes a  comparison, betwee n traditiona l India n literatur e and , 
in hi s words , th e "mor e familia r sacre d literatur e o f Wester n Eu -
rope," whic h i s clearly withi n th e scop e o f th e Wester n historica l 
experience. H e als o insist s tha t whil e Indian s ofte n 'own ' thei r 
poetry individually , the y shar e i t wit h others ; an d that , thoug h i n 
a sens e individualisti c — maybe a s th e resul t o f a  'visio n quest * — 
the poe t i s not glorifie d a s an individual . Bu t amon g non-Indians , 
too, a  poet wants to be published, appreciated , an d assimilated int o 
the consciousness of at leas t educated peopl e and so to become par t 
of the surrounding literary culture . 

The difference s Huntsma n finds  ar e real ; bu t muc h o f wha t h e 
says can b e paralleled, t o go no further back , i n the attitudes of the 
European Romanti c poets , wit h thei r ofte n mystical , usuall y Neo -
platonic background an d thei r dependence o n a  doctrine of inspira-
tion and symbiosis with th e universe . 

I no w tur n t o anothe r expert , Kar l Kroeber , wh o stresse s eve n 
more strongl y tha n Huntsma n tha t ther e ha s neve r bee n simpl y 
Indian poetr y i n Nort h Americ a bu t onl y differen t kind s o f poetr y 
created b y differen t India n peoples . Ye t Kroebe r quickl y add s tha t 
he is able to speak of "Indian poetry " because al l Native America n 
poetry "i s radically differen t fro m Wester n Europea n poetry " (1983a , 
100). He attacks the application t o Indian poetry of the distinction , 
usual i n Western culture , betwee n poeti c an d referentia l o r prosaic 
language. Traditiona l India n poetr y wa s sung , h e remind s us , an d 
its languag e wa s conjoine d wit h music , bot h th e musi c an d th e 
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words bein g essentia l fo r th e more-than-factua l resonanc e o f th e 
words. Th e contras t betwee n poetr y an d prose , perhap s a n inven -
tion o f the cultures tha t write , wa s unknown; an d th e vivi d meta -
phors w e non-Indian s ma y suppos e essentia l t o poetr y wer e no t 
essential t o that o f the Indians . 

Another attemp t t o se e India n poetr y i n consonanc e wit h th e 
non-Indian, say s Kroeber , i s mad e whe n w e giv e a  logica l an d 
prosaic explicatio n o f its metaphors. Fo r example, th e logician Max 
Black choose s t o explicate th e Nez Perce son g "Ma n is a wolf" an d 
says tha t "th e effect .  .  .  of (metaphorically ) callin g a  man a  'wol f 
is to evok e th e wolf-system o f related commonplaces . I f a ma n i s a 
wolf h e prey s upo n animals , i s fierce, hungry , engage d i n constan t 
struggle, a  scavenger , an d s o on . .  .  .  An y huma n trait s tha t ca n 
without undu e strai n b e talke d abou t i n 'wolf-language ' wil l b e 
rendered prominen t an d an y tha t canno t wil l b e pushe d int o th e 
background" (1983a , 105) . 

Kroeber's commen t i s tha t Black' s carefull y logica l pros e reveal s 
his "indifferenc e t o any actua l experienc e o f a wolf." Blac k an d his 
like ar e responding, h e says, t o modernist poetr y an d its intensifica -
tion o f th e separate , isolate d natur e o f th e literar y artifact . "Th e 
Nez Perc e singer/dancer , t o th e contrary , realize s 'wol f i n hi s per -
formance becaus e h e has seen an d heard wolve s i n the wild an d he 
has bee n visite d b y on e i n a  vision . Hi s language an d experience s 
(physical an d spiritual ) totall y interact . Hi s vision, moreover , oc -
curred spontaneousl y withi n a  situation culturall y structured , thu s 
confirming a  religiou s sanctio n o f th e firm  ye t fluid  an d unhier -
archic, ye t discriminatin g socia l more s o f th e Ne z Perce. " Ther e 
is a  shar p contras t betwee n poem s a s isolate d artifact s an d 
"poems a s mean s b y whic h energizin g powe r flows  betwee n ma n 
and world , divin e an d natural , individua l an d cultura l commu -
nity." (1983a , 108). 

My ow n observation i s tha t whil e America n India n poetr y mus t 
be i n som e way s unlik e an y w e know , muc h o f wha t Kroebe r ha s 
said ca n b e applie d withou t chang e t o Greek , Hebrew , medieval , 
and eve n late r Europea n poetry . H e expresse s a  vie w tha t finds  it s 
historical Wester n plac e i n the debate betwee n thos e wh o put thei r 
faith i n logica l an d linguisti c analysi s an d thos e whos e fait h i s 
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romantic and holistic. I  do not know what Kroebe r would have said 
if instea d o f th e America n logicia n Ma x Blac k h e ha d considere d 
the English poet William Blake . 

The las t specialis t i n India n cultur e I  would lik e to cite i s David 
Brumble III , wh o criticize s bot h th e anthropologist s an d th e popu -
larizes fo r exploitin g th e Indian s withou t considerin g India n de-
sires o r fo r adoptin g th e unconvincing , apologeti c attitude s o f a 
Neihardt. H e says cuttingly, "I f ther e i s a new respect for th e Indi -
ans' rights to recognition an d privacy amon g those who write abou t 
Indians, i t i s certainly du e in par t t o the increasing likelihood tha t 
what get s writte n abou t Indian s wil l b e rea d b y Indian s — and 
responded t o by Indians " (Brumbl e 1983 , 293). By now th e Indian s 
are willin g an d abl e t o defen d themselve s i n th e languag e o f thei r 
conquerors. 

To complete the testimony of the American Indians , I  would like to 
draw on a study of the criticisms made of The Whiteman b y Apache 
Indians (Bass o 1979) . The Apach e criticism s revers e th e earlie r re -
lationship, in which the critics were white observers and the object s 
of criticism the Indians . I n the end, everybody deserves his turn. 

The study wa s made i n a  small Apach e town . Ther e th e Apach e 
love of gossip, mimicry, an d joking came to take the form of 'White-
man' jokes , fo r th e sak e o f whic h a n Apach e switche s fro m hi s 
native language , stil l tha t o f everyday life , t o a  distinctive mimic' s 
Lnglish. Fo r instance , t o mimic a  Whiteman , a n Apach e addresse s 
the 'stranger, ' anothe r Apache , with a  loud "M y Friend!" Fro m th e 
Apache standpoint , thi s i s t o brin g ou t th e grotesqu e belie f o f 
Whitemen tha t i f they profes s affectio n fo r a  stranger the y ca n ge t 
what the y wan t fro m him , a  belief tha t emptie s the idea o f huma n 
closeness o f al l seriou s meaning . Th e Whiteman-mimi c the n asks , 
"How yo u doing ? Ho w yo u feeling? " an d s o indulge s himself , b y 
Apache standards , i n a  childish , unnatura l curiosity . The n th e 
Whiteman-mimic says , "Loo k you here , everybody ! Look who jus t 
come in," and so draws attention t o someone who might prefe r hi s 
entry t o g o unnoticed . Th e mimi c the n call s th e perso n h e i s ad -
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dressing b y hi s persona l name , disregardin g th e feelin g Apache s 
have tha t th e us e o f suc h a  name , whic h i s a  valuabl e persona l 
possession, mark s onl y relation s o f genuin e trust . Whiteme n no t 
only us e a  person' s nam e a s soon a s they lear n i t but , astonishingly , 
use i t ove r an d ove r i n th e sam e conversation , a s i f the y hav e t o 
remind themselve s t o whom the y ar e talking . 

The confrontatio n goe s on . Th e Whiteman-mimi c slap s th e In -
dian o n th e bac k an d shake s hi s hand repeatedly , look s him directl y 
in th e face , an d steer s him bodil y t o a  seat , forgettin g tha t Apaches , 
especially adults , avoi d touchin g on e anothe r i n publi c ou t o f fea r 
of encroaching o n th e othe r person' s privat e sel f ("Whiteme n touc h 
one anothe r lik e the y wer e dogs, " th e Apache s say) , an d forgettin g 
that whe n on e ma n touche s another , ther e i s a  suggestio n o f pos -
sible homosexuality, an d forgettin g tha t starin g someone i n the fac e 
is an ac t o f aggression . 

Then th e mimic , speakin g wit h offensiv e bossiness , tell s th e In -
dian t o si t down, t o si t righ t down , withou t considerin g th e person' s 
wishes or sensing tha t h e i s making hi m fee l small . Th e mimi c asks , 
"You hungry ? You wan t beer ? Maybe you wan t wine? " and th e like . 
Apache thin k tha t i t i s rud e t o repea t a  questio n ofte n an d espe -
cially rud e t o fire  question s s o quickly tha t a  perso n ha s n o chanc e 
to conside r th e answe r an d i s tempte d t o giv e on e tha t doe s no t 
really represen t hi m an d i s likely t o b e misleading . "Mayb e you ge t 
sick?" the mimic goe s on an d asks , in disregard o f the Apache feelin g 
that t o tal k o f adversit y i s to invit e it , an d then , "Yo u sur e lookin g 
good t o me . Yo u lookin g prett y fat! " s o drawin g attentio n t o a 
person i n a  wa y likel y t o mak e hi m uncomfortable , especiall y i f a n 
embarrassing trait , suc h a s fatness, i s mentioned . 

All thi s mimickin g i s carrie d ou t i n th e Whiteman' s manne r o f 
speech, whic h i s to o loud , to o fast , an d to o tense , lik e th e voic e o f 
a woman scoldin g a  child, th e Apach e say , o r like a  man respondin g 
to a n insult . "Whiteme n mak e lot s o f noise . Wit h som e wh o tal k 
like tha t . . . i t sound s to o muc h lik e the y ma d a t you . Wit h some , 
you can' t b e sur e abou t it , s o you jus t go t t o b e carefu l wit h the m 
all th e t ime " (Bass o 1979 , 54) . 

The Apach e describ e th e Whiteme n a s lackin g i n understanding , 
by whic h the y mea n the y ar e obliviou s o f themselves ; a s lackin g i n 
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wisdom, i n th e sens e o f bein g careless , impulsive , inconsiderate , 
and self-centered; a s easily offended an d unduly critical and preten -
tious; a s arrogan t an d insultin g th e intelligenc e o f others ; an d a s 
both morally negligen t an d esthetically unpleasing , which makes i t 
difficult t o maintain good social relationships with them. They also 
ask too many questions an d make to o many accusations . The tota l 
picture i s not prett y an d reflect s th e difficulties th e Apache have in 
fitting int o the context of ordinary non-Indian socia l intercourse . 

One las t remar k o n th e Apach e criticism . Whit e observers , w e 
know, saw th e Indian s as stoical, restrained , indirect , an d devious , 
while th e Apach e sa w opposit e qualitie s i n th e white s — childish 
unrestraint, unconcern with others, altogether a  kind of rude direct-
ness and emotionally barbari c invasiveness . 

The anthropologica l report s I  have summarized sho w ho w th e dif -
ferent perception s o f context , b y bot h white s an d Indians , cause d 
misunderstanding an d hostility . I n considering these reports, I  have 
not paid especial attention t o the persons who gave or who gathered 
the information an d who were, therefore, i n an intermediate, inter -
contextual, position . I  a m referrin g t o th e anthropologica l infor -
mants an d th e anthropologist s themselves . Sometime s a n anthro -
pologist wa s luck y enoug h t o com e o n a n intelligent , sensitiv e 
informant wh o becam e a  value d collaborator , withou t who m th e 
anthropologist's understandin g woul d hav e remaine d muc h shal -
lower (I . M. Lewis 1986 , 11-12) . The French anthropologis t Marce l 
Griaule studied th e Dogon fo r ove r thirt y years before h e was initi -
ated b y hi s informan t Ogotemmel i int o th e tribe' s deepes t secrets , 
which comprise d " a cosmolog y a s rich a s that o f Hesiod , poe t o f a 
dead world , an d a  metaphysi c tha t ha s th e advantag e o f bein g 
expressed i n a  thousand rite s and action s in th e life o f a multitud e 
of living people" (Griaul e 1965 , 3). 

A hunte r wh o ha d bee n accidentall y blinded , Ogotemmel i ha d 
had the time and interes t t o study his own tradition deeply . He was 
also anxiou s t o impar t wha t h e ha d learne d t o th e Frenc h ethno -
graphers wh o ha d bee n workin g i n hi s village . I t wa s onl y afte r 
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Griaule ha d earne d thei r confidenc e b y years o f perseverin g inquir y 
and practica l hel p tha t th e village elder s authorized Ogotemmel i t o 
impart hi s knowledge t o him (Griaul e 1965 , xvi; Clifford 1983 , 150) . 

Just a s Griaul e finished  th e boo k o f thei r conversations , h e re -
ceived new s tha t th e venerabl e Dogo n ha d died . I n response , Griaul e 
ended th e boo k with a n emotiona l tribute : 

This death is a serious loss to humane studies. Not that the blind old man 
was the onl y on e t o know th e doctrine o f hi s people! Other Dogo n posses s 
its main principles , an d other initiates continue to study them; but h e was 
one o f thos e wh o bes t understoo d th e interes t an d valu e o f Europea n re -
search. 

He has lef t behin d hi m livin g words, which wil l enabl e other s t o rene w 
the threa d o f revelations . Hi s ascendanc y wa s suc h tha t i t ma y b e th e 
others will wish to follow hi s example. 

But, howeve r tha t may  be , ther e wil l neve r b e anyon e wit h th e nobl e 
gait, th e dee p voice , th e sa d an d luminou s feature s o f Ogotemmeli , th e 
great hunter , o f Lower Ogol. (Griaul e 1965 , 220; see Clifford 1983 , 150) 

Ogotemmeli wa s a  ma n honore d i n hi s ow n communit y an d re -
vealed wha t h e di d wit h it s consent , bu t informant s ma y b e mar -
ginal person s wh o ar e intereste d i n helpin g th e anthropologis t be -
cause they , lik e him, wan t t o escape the familia r cultur e somewhat . 
I wil l concentrat e o n tw o well-describe d examples . Th e one , a n 
Eskimo, describe d b y Edmun d Carpenter , wa s a  psychologica l an d 
perhaps socia l failure , an d th e other , a  Samoan , describe d b y Mar -
garet Mead , wa s apparentl y a  success in ever y way . 

Carpenter's informant , th e Eskim o hunte r Ohnainewk , wa s re -
garded fro m birt h a s th e reincarnatio n o f a  dea d hunte r whos e 
exploits wer e celebrate d i n man y tales . Carpente r report s hi m t o 
have bee n strong , brilliant , an d complex . H e was, h e says , 

an arden t progressive , cherishin g everything Western wit h a n extravagan t 
ardor, revelling in being an un-Eskimo as possible, even getting the trader' s 
daughter wit h child . B y studyin g whit e me n wit h care , h e manage d t o 
make himself into an eager assistant who , i f he did not succeed in winnin g 
Eskimo friends , succeede d i n impressin g man y wit h suggestion s o f power . 
He lived a t the Trading Post, parading his alien attachments , a  man driven 
to torment himsel f by a desire to succeed in the eyes of others, even thoug h 
it meant being subservient t o the whites. (Carpenter , i960 , 418-20) 
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Ohnainewk di d no t hav e a n eas y tim e o f it . Har d a s he trie d t o 
make friend s wit h th e whites , hi s pride allowe d hi m t o d o so only 
in hi s rol e a s the grea t hunter ; an d although , say s Carpenter , "h e 
had a  better head" than an y of the whites and " a bette r hear t tha n 
most,*' they wer e constantly rud e t o him an d demanded a  servilit y 
he was not ready to accept. "In proud anger," he and his family an d 
the families o f his elder sons, a  total o f forty-two people , settled o n 
a barren peninsula , wher e he lived in a  brooding, fatalistic unquie t 
(Carpenter i960 , 422). 

Margaret Mead' s Samoan informan t wa s Mrs . Phoebe Parkinson , 
'whose mothe r was a member of a chiefly family i n Western Samoa 
and whose father wa s the nephe w of an America n Bishop . She was 
one o f eightee n childre n i n a  famil y tha t first  helpe d styliz e 'con -
tact' relationship s i n Samo a an d then , takin g thei r contac t styl e 
with them , emigrate d t o New Guinea an d buil t ther e — in Germa n 
times before Worl d War I  — a second contac t culture " (Mea d i960 , 
177)-

When Margare t Mea d arrive d i n Rabaul , Ne w Guinea , i n 1928 , 
she found Mrs . Parkinson "stil l a  reigning power" in the in-betwee n 
world, an d a  willing , able , an d sympatheti c informant . Th e two , 
anthropologist an d informant , wer e perfectl y fitte d t o one anothe r 
and perfectly congenia l — Mead says that rappor t came in a  matte r 
of seconds . Mrs . Parkinson' s memor y wa s precise , an d sh e ha d al -
ways had a  strong interest in human beings , so that she could recal l 
the exact details of her contact with different civilization s as it had 
been mediate d b y he r extraordinaril y variegate d experience . Fo r 
she had experience d a n America n father , a  Samoan mother , a  Ger-
man-reared husband , an d Frenc h nuns ; childhoo d i n Apia , adult -
hood i n Germa n Ne w Guinea , an d ol d ag e in th e Australia n man -
date; an Irish brother-in-law, a  New Zealand son-in-law, and German, 
Australian, an d New Zealand grandchildren; and the German navy , 
the German civi l service , the Australian Expeditionar y Forces , an d 
the Australian administration . "He r speech was peppered with Ger -
man scientifi c words , French cookery phrases , a  few American  word s 
and idioms , an d Neo-Melanesian . .  . .  She ha d see n a  Russia n 
Christmas tree and she had learned to play German whist a t Finsch-
hafen. Sh e ha d taste d win e fro m al l ove r th e worl d o n boar d war -
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ships. Eac h experienc e ha s com e separatel y a s i f washe d u p o n th e 
shores o f he r island , t o b e taken , examine d seriously , bu t neve r 
forgotten" (Mea d i960 , 178-82) . 

In praise , Margare t Mea d summarizes : 

A true chil d o f the Sout h Seas , neve r denyin g he r inheritance , sh e too k 
with eage r and so skillful hand s al l the civilization brough t t o her feet an d 
made a  way o f life of it. .  .  .  She remains the best excuse for th e Europea n 
invasion of the graceful Polynesia n world, for she knows what a  Polynesian 
can do with Europea n value s when the y ar e grafted o n to a firm belief an d 
pride in Polynesian blood . (210 ) 

Mead wa s a  pioneer , bu t he r eagernes s mad e he r to o credulou s a t 
times. He r critic s sai d tha t sh e shoul d no t hav e relie d o n Mrs . 
Parkinson's knowledg e o f Samoa , whic h wa s base d o n to o shor t a 
stay ther e (Howar d 1984 , 123-124) . Th e perfectl y knowin g infor -
mant i s a n anthropologica l myth . Ever y informan t an d tha t infor -
mant's particula r knowledge , bias , an d ignorance . 

The in-betwee n lif e sought b y anthropologists give s unique rewards , 
but onl y a t th e pric e o f sometime s considerabl e punishments . A n 
anthropologist i s committed t o d o fieldwork . Th e longe r th e sta y i n 
the field,  th e mor e exoti c th e cultur e investigated , th e greate r th e 
command o f th e vernacular , th e greate r th e penetratio n int o th e 
native min d an d wa y o f life , th e greate r th e discomfor t an d dange r 
undergone, th e greate r th e meri t o f the anthropologis t i n the eye s of 
other anthropologist s (I . M . Lewi s 1986 , 1-2) . 

The anthropologis t face s man y difficulties , th e mos t genera l o f 
which i s the nee d t o ente r int o th e intimat e lif e o f th e native s and , 
at th e sam e time , t o preserv e objectivity . Fo r anthropologists , inti -
macy i s a  heartening accomplishment , bu t i t require s the m t o begi n 
to thin k an d mayb e drea m lik e th e peopl e the y ar e investigating , t o 
feel themselve s identifie d wit h the m and , a t th e limit , t o b e pos -
sessed b y them (I . M. Lewi s 1986 , 7). The anthropologis t goe s throug h 
the whol e gamu t o f huma n emotion , first,  i n respons e t o th e peopl e 
and then , a s a n intimatio n o f success , togethe r wit h them . Th e 
posthumous publicatio n o f Bronisla w Malinowski' s A  Diary  in  the 
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Strict Sense  of  the  Word  shocke d thos e wh o believe d i n th e anthro -
pologist's abilit y t o b e th e huma n chameleo n wh o think s an d feel s 
either native o r anthropologis t exactl y a s and whe n necessai y (Geert z 
~973» SSS6'>  Stocking 1983 , 102) . How i s the anthropologis t t o reac t 
to th e inevitabl e sexua l temptation , o r t o th e temptatio n o f mar -
riage wit h a  native , whic h ha s bee n regarde d a s th e ultimat e be -
trayal o f the anthropologist' s vocation ? 

The anthropologists ' difficultie s i n th e field  ma y b e classifie d a s 
personal, professional , an d sociologica l o r political , eac h kin d giv -
ing evidence o f a  maladjustmen t o f context . 

The persona l difficultie s I  a m referrin g t o ar e thos e tha t resul t 
from ignorance , loneliness , an d fear , fea r fo r one' s safety an d fea r o f 
failure. On e anthropologist , Jea n Briggs , spen t a  winte r wit h a 
nomadic Eskim o famil y an d recalls : 

I was afraid i n thos e weeks: afraid o f freezing t o death, o f going hungry , 
of being seriously il l an d unabl e t o reach help . The fear itsel f adde d t o my 
chill, causin g m e t o curse futilely a t m y own anxiety . . . . T o me sleep i s 
sacred. I  cherish it , an d i n thos e day s i t wa s mor e preciou s tha n usual , 
protecting me as it did .  .  .  from th e vicissitudes of the day. (Wintro b 1969, 
66) 

Another anthropologist , wh o spen t a  summe r i n a  communit y o f 
subarctic Indians , write s o f the fea r o f failure : 

I was afraid o f everything a t th e beginning. I t was just fear , o f imposing 
on people , o f tryin g t o maintai n a  completel y differen t rol e tha n anyon e 
around me . . . . I  wasn't gettin g the data I  would hav e liked , an d I  started 
to fee l tha t i f onl y I  wasn't s o uncomfortabl e i n tha t blood y ten t I' d fee l 
more like working. (Wintro b 1969 , 67) 

The anthropologis t Rosali e Wax , wh o spen t he r tim e i n a  reloca -
tion cente r fo r Japanese-Americans suspecte d durin g Worl d Wa r I I 
of disloyalty , wa s naturall y hersel f suspecte d a t first  o f bein g a 
government spy . Discouraged , bewildered , an d obsesse d b y a  sens e 
of failure , sh e "spen t day s alternatel y cryin g o r writin g letter s t o 
relatives an d academi c friends . Finall y sh e succumbed t o a n urg e t o 
eat enormousl y an d i n thre e month s gaine d thirt y pounds " (Win -
trob 1969 , 66-67). 

Anthropologists hav e compare d thei r first  experienc e o f fieldwork 
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to th e initiatio n int o adulthoo d o f primitiv e adolescents . "I n soli -
tary agony , supporte d onl y b y th e wis e sayin g o f thei r anthropo -
logical ancestors , the y me t thei r crucia l an d mysteriou s ordeal " 
(Wintrob 1969 , 64) . Havin g undergon e th e ordeal , a n anthropolo -
gist "return s identifie d wit h a  specifi c primitiv e tribe . Lik e peopl e 
in othe r societie s afte r a  rit e o f passag e th e ethnologis t ha s a  ne w 
self afte r hi s field experience . Considerin g hi s emotional investmen t 
in thi s new sel f an d th e probability tha t 'distanc e wil l len d enchant -
ment' i t ma y b e tha t th e retur n hom e reinforce s bot h hi s alienatio n 
from th e hom e societ y an d th e romanti c pluralis m whic h w e hav e 
noted i n th e anthropologica l community " (Denniso n Nash , i n Win -
trob 1969 , 73) . 

Psychologically oriente d anthropologist s i n fac t ten d t o regar d 
themselves a s somewha t alienated . I n th e word s o f on e o f them , 
"The rol e syste m o f academi c scienc e seem s t o recrui t an d depen d 
on individual s wh o hav e largel y rebelle d agains t parenta l author -
ity, wh o wor k a s 'lon e wolves, ' wh o valu e intellectua l ove r finan -
cial achievements " (Yehud i Cohen , i n Wintro b 1969 , 73) . Thi s 
alienation o r rebelliousnes s ca n o f cours e affec t thei r conclusions . 
Margaret Mead' s book s were ofte n romanti c an d probabl y romanti -
cized polemic s drawin g o n he r fieldwor k t o recommen d a  change i n 
Western mode s o f though t an d behavior . Speakin g psychologically , 
it i s reasonabl e t o assum e tha t th e fieldwork,  th e papers , an d th e 
monographs o f anthropologist s carr y a t leas t a  subterranea n mes -
sage related t o thei r contextua l in-betweenness , thei r nature , i n th e 
harsh, humorou s word s o f on e o f them , a s "cultura l transvestites , 
professional aliens , cross-cultura l voyeurs " (I . M . Lewi s 1986 , 4) . 

The sociologica l an d politica l contex t o f thei r professio n ha s mad e 
anthropologists fa r mor e ambivalen t tha n wer e th e self-assured mis -
sionaries o r colonia l official s wh o precede d the m i n gatherin g an -
thropological data ; fo r th e anthropologist , whos e work i s now mad e 
difficult o r impossibl e b y nativ e administrations , use d t o b e uncom -
fortably dependen t o n colonia l administrations , a s i s eviden t fro m 
the followin g account : 

"Most o f u s wh o worke d i n Afric a i n th e year s befor e indepen -
dence realize d tha t ou r researc h wa s carrie d ou t unde r th e protec -
tive envelop e o f colonia l administration s an d thei r officers ; anthro -
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pologists were , Maque t writes , 'no t assimilate d int o th e Africa n 
layer o f th e society . The y wer e member s o f the whit e minority / " 
There was little real choice, and it was only after a n anthropologis t 
had presente d hi s credentials an d explaine d hi s mission t o th e Eu -
ropean administrator , tha t th e latter , actin g a s sponsor , presente d 
him t o th e nativ e notables . "I t wa s thi s authorit y which , initiall y 
at least , structure d th e relationship betwee n th e 'white ' anthropol -
ogist an d hi s 'African ' informant s — particularly i f th e latte r ha d 
been draw n int o th e preindependenc e anticolonia l struggle " (Gut -
kind 1969 , 21). 

Against thi s backgroun d o f subservience , bor n i n violenc e an d 
continued under its threat, th e anthropologists, intruders of another 
kind, carrie d o n thei r work . Fo r al l thei r usua l sympath y fo r th e 
peoples the y studied , the y ha d t o b e concerne d wit h thei r profes -
sional advancement , fo r the sake of which, i t has been complained , 
they migh t dra w ou t an d revea l informatio n tha t th e native s pre -
ferred t o hold secret or, alternatively , migh t try to keep them 'prim -
itive,' livin g i n a n anthropologica l preserve , agains t th e wil l o f a t 
least the younger of the natives. 

Whether thi s was the case or not, th e information th e anthropol -
ogists gathered wa s used t o build u p thei r personal reputation s an d 
the stock of professional knowledg e in the rich and 'civilized ' coun -
tries, s o that th e whole proces s could b e regarded a s the continue d 
exploitation o f th e poor , weak , an d ignoran t i n favo r o f th e rich , 
strong, and knowledgeable . 

One anthropologist see s his kind as two-faced i n a  more profoun d 
sense: 

Of course, in the spiritual sense anthropologists are Kierkegaardian dou-
ble agents. That is, engaged in the search for the varieties of human expe-
rience, they are marginal to the commercial-industrial society that created 
them; and they are transient, i f eager, participants elsewhere. Anthropol-
ogy i s a  scholarly discipline , bu t i t i s als o a  kin d o f secretl y structure d 
revolt, a  search for human possibilities. Police agents, who are known for 
their theological sensitivity, instinctually suspect that sort of thing. (Stan-
ley Diamond, in Buechler 1969, 22) 

Today, th e suspiciou s polic e agent s includ e thos e o f th e forme r 
colonial bu t no w independen t territories . I f i t isn' t on e shortcom -
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ing, trouble , or accusation, it' s another. Wha t else is to be expected 
when th e anthropologist s grappl e s o valiantly wit h th e difference s 
between huma n cultures ? The anthropologists should be interesting 
subjects fo r themselve s t o investigate , n o harde r an d n o easier , I 
imagine, than an y of the others. 

After al l thes e anthropologica l examples , whic h pos e the problem 
of context very starkly, I  go on to a still broader kind of comparison, 
of on e 'hig h culture ' wit h anothe r 'hig h culture. ' Thi s tim e th e 
focus o f interest i s traditional India , first  in comparison wit h tradi -
tional Isla m an d the n wit h Wester n culture . Th e leve l o f analysi s 
remains simpl e becaus e I  am a t th e momen t concerne d t o se e th e 
issues as they wer e i n th e eye s of particula r individual s unde r par -
ticular historica l circumstances . 

The firs t descriptio n an d contras t i s drawn fro m th e wor k o f th e 
Moslem historia n al-Birun i (937-c . 1050) , wh o accompanie d hi s 
master Sulta n Mahmu d o f Ghazna (i n presen t Afghanistan ) o n hi s 
conquest of India, which led to the large-scale introduction of Islam 
into Indi a (Spule r 1970 , 147-49) . Al-Biruni , learne d i n hi s ow n 
culture, wa s open and endlessly curious . To satisfy hi s curiosity, h e 
studied Sanskri t an d Sanskri t literature an d science, al l of which h e 
surveyed in a  book written i n 1030. 

Al-Biruni often allow s the Hindus to speak for themselves , out of 
their own books, but he finds the effort t o enter into Sanskrit cultur e 
beset with problems : 

Before entering on our exposition, we must form an adequate idea of that 
which renders it so particularly difficult t o penetrate to the essential natur e 
of an y India n subject . .  .  .  For th e reade r mus t alway s bea r i n min d tha t 
the Hindus entirely diffe r fro m u s in every respect , man y a  subject appear -
ing intricate and obscure which would be perfectly clea r if there were more 
connection between us . .  .  . 

First, the y diffe r fro m u s i n everythin g whic h othe r nation s hav e i n 
common. An d here we first mention th e language, althoug h th e differenc e 
of language als o exists between othe r nations . I f you wan t t o conquer thi s 
difficulty (i.e.,  t o lear n Sanskrit) , yo u wil l no t find  i t easy , becaus e th e 
language is of an enormous range, both in words and inflections, somethin g 
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like th e Arabic , callin g on e an d th e sam e thin g b y variou s names , bot h 
original an d derived , an d using  on e an d th e sam e wor d fo r a  variet y o f 
subjects. .  .  .  Fo r nobody coul d distinguis h betwee n th e variou s meaning s 
of a  wor d unles s h e understand s th e contex t i n whic h i t occurs , an d it s 
relation bot h t o the following an d th e preceding parts of the sentence. .  .  . 
Further, th e languag e i s divided int o a  neglecte d vernacular , onl y i n us e 
among th e commo n people , an d a  classica l one , onl y i n us e amon g th e 
upper and educated classes . (Sacha u 1964 , 17-18) 

Al-Biruni the n mention s othe r obstacle s t o understanding . I t i s 
very difficult , h e says , t o transcrib e India n int o Arabi c words ; an d 
Indian scribe s ar e careless ; an d India n book s are composed i n verse , 
the word s o f whic h ar e ofte n vagu e o r verbos e fo r th e sak e o f th e 
meter. Th e India n religio n i s totall y different , h e observes , an d 
extremely fanatical . Al l o f India n "fanaticis m i s directe d agains t 
those wh o d o no t belon g t o the m — against al l foreigners . The y cal l 
them mleccha,  i.e . impure , an d forbi d havin g an y connectio n wit h 
them, b e i t b y intermarriag e o r an y othe r kin d o f relationship' ' 
(Sachau 1964 , 19) . The y s o differ fro m Moslem s i n al l mariner s an d 
customs, h e says , tha t the y declar e Moslem s t o b e devilis h an d 
frighten thei r childre n wit h them . The y als o suffe r fro m th e incur -
able foll y o f believin g 

that ther e i s no countr y lik e theirs , n o nation lik e theirs , n o religion lik e 
theirs, n o scienc e lik e theirs . The y ar e haughty , foolishl y vain , self-con -
ceited, an d stolid . The y ar e b y natur e niggardl y i n communicatin g tha t 
which the y know , an d the y tak e th e greates t possibl e car e t o withhol d i t 
from me n o f anothe r cast e amon g thei r ow n people , stil l muc h more , o f 
course, from an y foreigner. Thei r haughtiness is such that , i f you tel l the m 
of any science or scholar in Khurasa n an d Persis , they wil l think you bot h 
an ignoramu s an d a  liar . I f they travelle d an d mixe d wit h othe r nations , 
they would soon change their mind, for their ancestors were not as narrow-
minded as the present generation is . (Sacha u 1964 , 22-23) 

The secon d witnes s o f Indi a o n who m I  would lik e t o dra w i s th e 
Abbe A . J . Dubois , a  Christia n missionar y wh o live d fo r som e thirty -
one years i n Sout h Indi a an d lef t a  book recordin g lif e i n Indi a fro m 
1792 t o 1823 . Most o f wha t h e ha s recorded , h e says , i s the resul t o f 
his own lif e wit h 

persons o f ever y cast e an d conditio n o f life . . . . I  had n o soone r arrive d 
amongst th e native s o f Indi a tha n I  recognized th e absolut e necessit y o f 
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gaining thei r confidence . Accordingl y I  made i t my constant rul e to live as 
they did . I  adopte d thei r styl e o f clothing , I  studie d thei r custom s an d 
methods o f lif e i n orde r t o b e exactly lik e them . I  even wen t s o far a s t o 
avoid an y displa y o f repugnanc e t o th e majorit y o f thei r peculia r preju -
dices. B y such circumspec t conduc t I  was able to ensure a  free an d heart y 
welcome from peopl e of all castes and conditions. (Duboi s 1906 , 8) 

Dubois claims tha t h e i s not intereste d i n writin g wel l bu t onl y i n 
recording exactly , ye t i t strike s hi m "tha t a  faithfu l pictur e o f th e 
wickedness an d incongruitie s o f polytheis m an d idolatr y woul d b y 
its very uglines s hel p greatl y t o se t of f th e beautie s o f Christianity " 
(9). 

Dubois regard s th e Brahmin s a s relatively toleran t t o th e variou s 
gods and sect s of Indi a becaus e the y d o no t approv e o f sectarianism ; 
but the y ofte n spea k of their ow n god s with contempt , upbrai d the m 
when displease d wit h them , an d ente r thei r temple s wit h n o sho w 
of respect . Th e lowe r caste s may b e devoted t o thei r particula r gods , 
but man y Brahmin s kno w b y hear t song s an d verse s disrespectful t o 
their gods . However , th e educate d hav e gleane d precis e knowledg e 
from thei r book s o f a n eternal , omnipresent , independent , blesse d 
God, whic h make s thei r boundles s idolizin g o f th e animat e an d 
inanimate hardl y credibl e (296) . 

Dubois remind s hi s reader s tha t Christianit y ha d ha d a  chance i n 
India, bu t tha t onc e th e Indian s witnesse d th e immora l an d disor -
derly conduc t o f Europeans , th e chanc e vanished , s o tha t a  Hind u 
who embrace s Christianit y i s abandone d an d shunne d b y everyon e 
(300-302). H e i s convince d tha t whateve r sign s o f affectio n an d 
respect th e Hindu s sho w stranger s ca n b e base d onl y o n hypocris y 
and self-interest , an d h e goe s o n i n a  vei n simila r t o tha t o f al -
Biruni: 

Being fully persuade d o f the superlative merit s of their own manner s and 
customs, th e Hindus think thos e of other peopl e barbarous an d detestable , 
and quit e incompatibl e wit h rea l civilization . .  .  .  Te n centurie s o f Mo -
hammedan rule , durin g whic h tim e th e conqueror s have trie d alternatel y 
cajolery an d violenc e i n orde r t o establis h thei r ow n fait h an d thei r ow n 
customs amon g th e conquered , hav e no t suffice d t o shak e th e steadfas t 
constancy of the native inhabitants. (303 ) 

Dubois enumerate s th e vice s o f European s fro m th e standpoin t o f 
Hindus: European s ea t th e fles h o f th e sacre d cow , a  crim e wors e i n 
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Hindu eye s tha n eatin g huma n flesh;  European s us e pariah s a s 
domestic servants ; European s hav e immora l relation s wit h paria h 
women; European s giv e wa y t o th e disgustin g vic e o f drunkennes s 
without sham e o r remorse ; European s trea t thei r wive s wit h th e 
most intimat e familiarit y i n public , eve n dancin g wit h them ; Euro -
peans wear indecen t clothing , whic h show s too much o f the huma n 
form, an d wea r shoe s an d glove s made o f th e skin s o f dead animals , 
which an y decen t ma n woul d shudde r eve n t o touc h (305-6) . 

Yet, say s Dubois , th e ver y Brahmin s wh o ar e s o critica l o f Euro -
peans ar e subjec t t o grea t vice s o f thei r own . Mor e tha n i n th e cas e 
of an y othe r race , "i t i s quite impossibl e t o fatho m thei r mind s an d 
discover wha t the y reall y mean, " perhaps , h e adds , becaus e the y 
have fo r so long been unde r th e yoke of masters eage r t o oppress an d 
despoil them (306) . He also accuses the Hindus of stealing wheneve r 
they ca n safel y d o so . H e i s especially offende d b y thei r laxit y wit h 
children: 

Strange t o say , nowher e ar e parent s fonde r o f thei r childre n tha n the y 
are i n India ; bu t thi s fondnes s usuall y degenerate s int o weakness . I f th e 
children ar e good , the y ar e extravagantl y praised ; i f the y ar e naughty , 
their parent s sho w th e utmos t ingenuit y i n finding  excuse s fo r them . .  .  . 
I he parents do not dare to whip them or scold them sharply, o r even inflic t 
any punishment tha t they would be likely to feel. (307 ) 

Dubois tell s o f childre n strikin g thei r ow n mothe r and , whe n 
older, failin g t o respec t eve n thei r father . H e acknowledge s tha t 
after th e childre n hav e gaine d th e master y ove r thei r parents , "the y 
take grea t car e o f them , a s a  genera l rule , an d se e tha t the y wan t 
for nothin g i n thei r ol d age " (307) . Bu t h e canno t believ e tha t suc h 
treatment i s the resjiil t o f love and believe s " tha t i n actin g thu s the y 
are move d les s by filia l affectio n tha n b y consideration o f what th e 
world wil l say " (308) . 

The las t witnes s t o b e calle d t o describ e Indi a an d Indian s i s a 
contemporary, a t onc e a  studen t o f religion , a  philosopher , an d a n 
anthropologist. Quit e unlik e mos t contemporar y anthropologists , 
he practice s 'cultura l criticism / whic h h e define s a s " the metho d o f 
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obtaining informatio n fro m person s belongin g t o a  cultur e othe r 
than th e nativ e cultur e o f th e investigator , b y criticizin g cultura l 
patterns o f th e informant' s nativ e culture. " H e give s himsel f a s a n 
example: "A . Bharati , a  nativ e o f Vienna , a  Hind u b y choice , an d 
an America n schola r b y professio n criticize s certai n cultura l pat -
terns o f India , b y addressin g the m t o on e o r mor e India n hearer s o r 
readers" (1978 , 259-60) . H e want s t o b e no t descriptiv e bu t norma -
tive; an d fo r th e sak e o f thi s criticism , h e ha s take n grea t pain s t o 
train himsel f "towar d a  perfec t imperviousness " t o criticis m o f hi s 
own culture—h e i n fac t enjoy s an y criticis m o f Vienna (1978 , 262). 

Bharati i s indignan t a t wha t h e take s t o b e th e confusio n o r 
intellectual dishonest y o f th e schola r wh o canno t separat e hi s 
scholarship fro m th e practic e o f Hinduism . H e says , rightly , I  be -
lieve, tha t "th e confusio n o f academi c knowledg e an d spiritua l 
status i s deliberate an d endemi c i n Hind u India , an d a s soon a s thi s 
is pointe d out , th e rejoinde r state s tha t academi c knowledg e i s 
inferior t o religiou s knowledge " (1978 , 267) . Therefore , th e Hind u 
is ap t t o believ e tha t t o reall y kno w much , a  perso n mus t drin k 
milk, practic e a  traditiona l kin d o f gymnastics , practic e vegetari -
anism, an d pray . A s a n exampl e o f thi s Hind u attitude , Bharat i 
recalls a  conversatio n betwee n himsel f an d a  leadin g Sanskri t pro -
fessor, traine d i n bot h th e traditio n o f th e ol d pandit s an d moder n 
philology an d criticism . Th e subjec t o f th e conversatio n wa s Theo -
dor Stcherbatsky , acknowledge d t o b e a  grea t schola r o f Mahayan a 
Buddhism. Whe n Bharat i quote d Stcherbatsk y o n a  poin t o f Bud -
dhist logic , th e professo r mad e a  deprecatory gestur e an d said , "  Tha t 
man wa s n o scholar. ' N o scholar , I  marvelled ? Wha t abou t hi s 
works i n th e Bibliotheca  Buddhica,  hi s insigh t int o Buddhis t doc -
trine, etc. ? The Brahmi n professo r wa s no t impressed : 'Stcherbatsk y 
visited nightclub s wit h wome n i n Paris , an d dran k win e til l lat e a t 
night i n thei r company . A  man wh o lead s suc h a n impur e lif e i s n o 
scholar' "  (1978 , 268) . 

Bharati continues , "Traditiona l Jewis h rabbi s ofte n mak e th e 
same point . N o matte r ho w learne d a  ma n b e i n th e sacre d lore , i f 
he does not obey  it s behest, h e i s not a  scholar o f the lore . We migh t 
simply rejec t thi s a s semantic confusion . Bu t I  think i t i s more tha n 
that—somehow, th e Hind u an d th e rabb i recommen d tha t yo u 
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cannot kno w th e traditio n eve n cognitivel y unles s you accep t it s 
dicta an d accep t its injunctions'' (1978 , 268-69). 

Bharati concludes that a s a cultural criti c he must show that thi s 
connection betwee n th e cognitiv e an d traditiona l "i s a  linguistic , 
normative, henc e accidenta l connection , inheren t i n th e Hind u 
way o f usin g th e language , bu t no t a  logica l o r necessar y connec -
tion—or in other words, that thes e two propositions are understood 
conjointly b y mos t Hindus , bu t tha t the y d o no t hav e t o b e thu s 
understood b y others , an d tha t the y cannot  b e accepte d o n an y 
logical or  empirical grounds" (1978 , 268-69). 

I interpose only that I  am sure that Bharat i is right logically; but , 
while I  agree with hi m abou t th e empirica l ground s too , ther e i s a 
case—unsympathetic t o my ears but a  case nevertheless—for argu -
ing on empirical grounds that the practice of a tradition i s necessary 
for graspin g i t cognitively . I  purposely d o no t us e th e ambiguou s 
word understanding,  bu t I  take i t tha t th e case requires a  weaken -
ing of the usual distinction among the words logical, empirical,  an d 
normative. Th e traditionalis t require s tha t a n investigatio n shoul d 
be a metho d o f appreciatin g an d perhap s developing a  traditio n t o 
which on e ha s alread y give n ful l inwar d assen t an d subjecte d one -
self in practice . Thi s subjection, whic h set s the practica l an d intel -
lectual limit s th e investigato r willingl y accepts , testifie s t o hi s de-
sire to continue in a special, traditional relationshi p with al l others 
who share the faith, whethe r learne d o r not. I t is this insistence on 
looking a t th e cultura l landscap e fro m th e sam e angl e o f vision a s 
the othe r member s o f th e traditio n tha t give s logi c a  different, 
context-bound sense , bette r fit  fo r th e appreciatio n o f the context -
sensitive anthropologis t tha n th e context-blind philosopher . 

Bharati i s also concerned wit h th e acceptanc e b y educated mod -
ern Hind u urbanite s o f th e poin t o f vie w o f th e 'Hind u Renais -
sance/ th e religiou s reviva l tha t bega n durin g th e earl y year s o f 
British rule . I t i s a  reviva l because , whil e acceptin g traditiona l 
values, it gives them a n enthusiastic redefinition (Bharat i 1970) . 

According to Bharati, the Renaissance assumes that ancien t Indi a 
had learne d t o solv e al l individual , social , an d intellectua l prob -
lems, fo r Indi a wa s once th e perfec t hom e o f perfec t men . Apath y 
and hostile conquerors have led India t o forget it s precious past, say 
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the adherent s o f th e Renaissance . Indi a no w ha s t o borro w tech -
niques fro m th e West , the y concede ; bu t the y insis t tha t thes e 
imitate wha t wa s onc e know n i n India . Indi a "ca n lear n th e trick s 
of the West , bu t sh e mus t liv e the teachin g o f perfection a s only he r 
ancients kne w it . I t i s al l containe d i n th e Veda s an d i n th e Gita,  i t 
is all i n th e word s o f Vivekenanda , Aurobindu , Sivananda , etc. : Al l 
religions ar e one , an d th e theologica l differences , th e varyin g con -
ceptions o f Go d ar e unimportant ; yet , o f al l thes e concepts , th e 
Indian concep t i s the nobles t an d th e mos t profound ; i t i s the mos t 
'scientific,' i t i s universal" (Bharat i 1970 , 276) . 

Instead o f continuin g i n th e word s o f Bharati , I  turn t o someon e 
he i s implicitl y criticizing , Sarvepall i Radhakrishnan , th e philoso -
pher an d first  Presiden t o f India , wh o introduce s hi s histor y o f 
Indian philosoph y wit h th e word s 

India ha s no t bee n finally  subdued , an d it s ol d flame  o f spiri t i s stil l 
burning. Throughou t it s lif e i t ha s bee n livin g wit h on e purpose . I t ha s 
fought fo r trut h an d agains t error . .  .  .  The spiritual motiv e dominates lif e 
in India . India n philosoph y ha s it s interes t i n th e haunt s o f men, an d no t 
in supraluna r solitudes . .  .  .  The grea t work s of India n philosoph y d o no t 
have tha t e x cathedra qualit y whic h i s so prominent a  feature o f the late r 
criticisms an d commentaries . .  .  .  Religion i n Indi a i s no t dogmatic . I t i s 
experimental an d provisiona l i n it s nature , attemptin g t o keep pace wit h 
the progres s o f thought . .  .  .  The heretic , th e sceptic , th e unbeliever , th e 
rationalist an d the freethinker, th e materialist an d the hedonist al l flourish 
in the soi l of India . .  . .  From the beginnin g the India n fel t tha t trut h wa s 
many-sided. . . . H e was fearles s i n acceptin g eve n dangerou s doctrines so 
long as they were backed up by logic. (25 , 27, 49) 

Radhakrishnan, a  scholar , kne w ho w t o bac k u p hi s opinions . A s 
expressed her e the y represen t a  possibl e interpretatio n o f th e facts ; 
but the y ar e a  massiv e an d selectiv e accentuatio n o f th e positive , 
as i f Radhakrishnan ha d suffere d a n attac k o f amnesi a fo r anythin g 
that di d no t serv e th e enthusias m o f hi s rhetoric . T o d o hi m credit , 
he doe s sa y tha t th e India n breadt h o f vie w ha s ofte n le d India n 
thinkers "int o mist y vagueness , laz y acceptance , an d chea p electi -
cism" (49) , bu t thi s remark i s a lonel y criticis m i n a  sea o f praise . 
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Looking back , I  can thin k o f an infinit y o f other example s I  might 
have chosen ; bu t grante d a  primar y interes t i n anthropolog y an d 
comparative cultur e an d thought , th e example s serve wel l enoug h 
to begin a  consideration o f the riddles of context . 

Although i t i s still to o early to decide anything , I  suggest a  num-
ber of observations that ma y serve as interim judgments. 

a. Int o whatever we have looked, whethe r the relations of crimi-
nals t o noncriminals , o f 'primitives ' (America n Indians ) t o 'whites / 
or o f th e member s o f on e cultur e (Hindu ) t o anothe r (Islami c o r 
European), w e have found frictio n an d misunderstandin g tha t res t 
at leas t partl y o n unexamine d difference s i n context . I t woul d b e 
pointless t o assum e tha t a  deepe r gras p o f contex t woul d hav e 
abolished th e misunderstanding , becaus e th e desir e an d abilit y t o 
grasp th e contex t woul d itsel f b e evidenc e o f condition s tha t ha d 
made understandin g easier . Ye t i t i s reasonable t o assum e tha t a n 
active recognitio n o f contex t ca n mak e som e practica l difference . 
The continuing attempt s t o do justice t o the America n Indian s ar e 
a good example, an d there are others. 

b. W e hav e foun d a  persisten t clai m tha t abstractio n alon e i s 
insufficient an d tha t actua l experience , whethe r o f crimina l life , 
American India n life , o r traditiona l Hind u lif e i s essential fo r ful l 
understanding. A t it s extreme , thi s clai m resemble s th e statemen t 
that someon e blin d fro m birt h canno t lear n t o know th e natur e o f 
colors fro m abstraction s alone . Pu t directly , th e clai m i s tha t a 
viewpoint ma y expres s th e whol e o f a  tradition , i n whic h experi -
ence an d explanatio n mes h s o closel y tha t th e explanation—th e 
cognitive o r theologica l o r philosophica l aspec t o f th e tradition — 
rests o n th e comple x memorie s an d intimat e experience s fro m 
childhood on, which the explanation simultaneously characterizes , 
defends, an d varies . Put otherwise, th e explanation rest s on experi -
ence i n th e sens e o f tacit , tha t is , unformulate d knowledge , mad e 
up o f man y smal l o r subtl e difference s tha t togethe r ad d u p t o a 
large total difference . 

However, suc h knowledg e o r 'knowledge * i s confusingl y simila r 
in it s manifestation s t o thos e o f th e ordinar y huma n nee d fo r th e 
company o f peopl e wh o b y thei r for m o f lif e sho w tha t the y ar e 
members of the same social group—not th e strangers to it, who ar e 
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odd, difficult , inexplicable , an d unreliable . I f it i s this human nee d 
that i s really dominant , the n th e knowledge transmitted ma y b e of 
social habits ; an y othe r cognitiv e clai m mad e for traditio n ma y b e 
mostly ethnocentrism i n holiday regalia . My conclusion i s that i t is 
best t o assum e tha t th e matte r i s complicated an d deserve s carefu l 
analysis, instanc e b y instance . I  add the obvious : There i s a strong 
suspicion, verifie d b y innumerabl e examples , tha t th e member s of 
every tradition regard themselves as superior to every other . 

c. Th e clai m wa s mad e tha t th e ter m Indian,  a s applie d i n a 
discussion o f America n India n literature , wa s to o genera l t o hav e 
any clear meaning and should be replaced by narrower terms apply-
ing to smaller , bette r define d groups . Ye t th e clai m wa s n o soone r 
made tha n th e proces s o f generalizatio n wa s begu n an d India n 
literature wa s contraste d wit h th e literatur e o f th e moder n West . 
The implicatio n i s tha t India n literatur e ca n b e characterize d i n 
general b y contras t wit h a  quit e differen t kin d o f literature . First , 
one says that generalizatio n abou t som e particular thin g i s wrong; 
and then , one' s conscienc e pacified , on e generalize s abou t it . Th e 
need to generalize is apparently irresistible . 

d. Althoug h i t wa s often implie d tha t wha t wa s bein g describe d 
was unique , b y which I  mean boun d t o it s specia l context , whe n 
this clai m fo r uniquenes s wa s explained i n som e detail , i t becam e 
possible t o se e similaritie s betwee n on e an d anothe r supposedl y 
unique experience o r culture. I n other words , th e claims of peculi-
arity wer e sometime s s o lik e other s tha t the y seeme d t o refut e 
themselves. T o giv e a n example , th e permissiv e attitude s towar d 
children amon g America n Indian s an d amon g Hindu s wer e con -
trasted i n simila r way s wit h th e child-rearin g habit s the n usua l 
among Europeans . Anothe r similarit y wa s th e socia l indirectio n 
common to American Indians and, it was hinted, to Hindus, leading 
the Europeans to charge the one group and th e other with dissimu -
lation—just a s the Japanese avoidanc e of direct contradiction , fel t 
in Japa n t o b e sociall y ruinous , foole d an d angere d Europeans . 
Similarly, whe n th e attemp t wa s mad e t o explai n i n wha t way s 
American India n literatur e wa s differen t fro m ours , th e explana -
tion was reminiscent o f romantic criticism in Europe. 

Perhaps an y abstrac t explanatio n o f an y for m o f conduct o f an y 
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one huma n grou p ca n b e instantiated i n al l th e othe r groups . Per -
haps the manifestations o f human conduc t ar e more different tha n 
what lie s beneath the m an d explains them. Or perhaps experience s 
vary mor e tha n d o th e explanation s o f thei r uniqueness , explana -
tions tending a s such towar d uniformit y becaus e they hav e to obey 
the rule s o f commo n logi c an d b e pu t i n word s whos e generalit y 
obscures the uniqueness they attempt t o express. 

e. Especiall y whe n doin g fieldwork,  whic h require d the m t o b e 
sensitive t o contex t bu t t o remai n stranger s within it , th e anthro -
pologists wer e hal f i n an d hal f ou t o f context , o r i n a  confuse d o r 
ambiguous context. Thi s ambiguity, i n a  weaker form, als o charac-
terized th e crimina l wh o rea d a  grea t dea l o f criminolog y an d th e 
journalist wh o interviewe d hi m sympathetically . I t characterized , 
as well, the specialists in American India n literature who denied or 
minimized th e likenes s t o Wester n literatur e an d kep t tryin g t o 
establish th e India n countercontext , a s i f the y wante d t o liv e i n 
and ou t o f tw o worlds , explainin g t o th e inhabitant s o f eac h tha t 
they were strangers in the other . 

It seems that th e expert s in explaining th e mutual strangenes s of 
different culture s had to become strangers themselves in order to b^ 
able to do their work . Anthropologist s were heard explainin g thei r 
alienation, an d th e alienatio n o f tw o anthropologica l informant s 
was described, thoug h on e of them ha d adjuste d wel l t o the frame -
work tha t sh e an d othe r pioneer s i n cultura l contac t ha d estab -
lished. Bharati , th e Viennese-American Hindu , wa s also in and ou t 
of his two (o r more) culture s and defined himsel f a s an intercontex -
1 ual criti c of cultures. Even the desire to revive a cultural traditio n 
required a  certain alienatio n fro m it . I  mean by this that th e reviv-
als of tradition , whethe r i n thei r America n India n o r Hindu forms , 
showed themselve s t o b e partl y fals e t o thei r professe d intention s 
and, contextuall y speaking , hybrid . 

The anthropologists , i t i s true, define d an d criticize d themselve s 
and, a t thei r best , retaine d wha t objectivit y wa s possibl e i n th e 
ambiguous situations in which they placed themselves. But it sieems 
that i t wa s easie r fo r the m t o hol d th e idea l o f objectivity tha n t o 
become objectiv e i n practice . Thin k onl y o f th e difficult y o f th e 
observers t o observ e an d a t th e sam e tim e tak e accoun t o f th e 
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disturbance introduced b y their presence as observers. To be true t o 
their vocation , anthropologist s mus t b e an unobtrusiv e a s possible, 
but their very presence changes the way of life they want to record. 
The anthropologis t i s a n exotic , interesting , an d perhap s comica l 
figure, prying into everything, rewarding every informant, an d writ-
ing dow n compulsivel y eve n th e mos t commonplac e information . 
Ideally, som e othe r investigato r shoul d measur e th e socia l distur -
bance create d b y the anthropologist' s intrusion ; bu t tha t woul d b e 
awkward an d expensiv e an d i s no t done , s o fa r a s I  know . Th e 
investigator o f th e investigato r would , o f course , se t u p a  secon d 
disturbance, which , ideally , shoul d als o b e measure d (Buechler 
1969, 7) . I n an y case , th e observer s wer e no t muc h observed , an d 
the understanding of their contextual influenc e remaine d limited . 
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So far , a  singl e ide a ha s dominated : T o understan d huma n being s 
or cultures , w e mus t understan d thei r contexts . Th e ide a ha s bee n 
corroborated b y example s o f blindnes s t o context . Bu t thoug h w e 
look o n thi s blindnes s a s a  lack , i t i s th e sig n o f a  full , natura l 
immersion i n on e contex t rathe r tha n another . Th e vic e o f blind -
ness, a s w e hav e seen , i s th e virtu e o f conformity , th e evidenc e 
being tha t thos e who succeed bes t i n overcoming th e blindnes s ar e 
those mos t likel y t o suffe r fro m contextua l ambivalenc e an d t o b e 
nonconformists o r misfits . Mayb e thi s i s only anothe r kin d o f evi -
dence tha t pai n ca n enhanc e perceptio n an d perceptio n enhanc e 
both pain and the ways of relieving it . 

Now tha t th e argumen t ha s reache d thi s stage , I  wan t t o g o 
further int o the dilemmas and limitations of the persons who spend 
their live s crossin g borderlines . Becaus e the y ar e nonconformist s 
and nonconformists ar e individualists, i t should no t surprise us that 
they so often diffe r fro m one another in the testimony they give and 
so often hav e difficult y i n agreeing . Tak e th e matte r o f th e testi -
mony give n b y anthropologists . Thei r account s o f th e sam e smal l 
communities ma y b e surprisingly different , eve n whe n referrin g t o 
more or less the same time, and may therefore leav e the impressio n 
that anthropologis t s o differ s fro m anthropologis t an d informan t 
from informan t tha t objectivit y eve n i n descriptio n i s a  goa l to o 
difficult t o achieve. We know, too , that anthropologist s have mad e 
or accepted th e accusatio n tha t the y hav e been self-servin g aliens , 
whose intimacy wit h th e objects o f their research wa s only superfi -
cial. Th e diary o f Malinowsk i mentione d earlie r shows him angry , 
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homesick, disdainful , lustful , an d perhap s racist . A  nativ e o f th e 
Trobriands, wher e Malinowsk i wrot e par t o f hi s diary , warne d hi s 
fellow islander s agains t relyin g o n anthropologists . H e said , "I f w e 
are going t o depend o n anthropologica l studie s t o define ou r histor y 
and ou r cultur e an d ou r 'future, ' the n w e ar e los t (Sperbe r 1985 , 5). 
In agreement , a  contemporary anthropologis t says : 

Anthropologists have neither th e authority no r the competence t o act a s 
spokesmen fo r th e peopl e wh o tolerate d thei r presence , an d eve n les s t o 
give the world guidance in moral or political matters . (Sperbe r 1985 , 5) 

Now an d the n th e views of natives ar e considered t o be more tha n 
raw materia l fo r analysi s an d ar e studie d wit h genuin e respect . 
Such respec t granted , th e adequac y o f anthropologists ' conclusion s 
may b e teste d wit h nativ e help . Th e experienc e o f Hild a Kupe r i s a 
case i n point . I n th e cours e o f he r year s o f stud y o f th e Sout h 
African kingdo m o f th e Swazi , sh e becam e friendl y wit h man y o f 
its inhabitants . Sh e learne d tha t a t first  sh e ha d bee n deliberatel y 
deceived becaus e sh e ha d bee n considere d White , tha t is , alien . 
Parents ha d frightene d thei r childre n wit h th e threa t tha t she , th e 
stranger, woul d tak e the m away . T o com e int o close r contac t wit h 
the Swazis , sh e learne d thei r languag e an d becam e thei r friend , 
someone whos e compan y wa s welcome d an d wh o coul d b e unaf -
fectedly hersel f wit h the m (Kupe r 1984 , 201-2) . Whe n Kupe r wante d 
to test he r interpretatio n o f a  Swazi ceremon y agains t thos e o f othe r 
anthropologists, sh e woul d pu t th e issu e befor e he r Swaz i friends . 
She remembere d ho w the y laughe d an d said , "Oh , no , ver y clever 
man. H e migh t thin k it' s lik e that , ver y interesting , bu t w e don't . " 
Later, Kupe r agree d t o writ e a n officia l biograph y o f he r friend , th e 
Paramount Chie f Sobhuza , an d th e tex t wa s submitted fo r approva l 
to a n advisor y committe e o f Swazis (210-11) . 

It ma y see m tha t th e increasin g abilit y o f member s o f al l people s 
to spea k th e sam e language , grammaticall y an d conceptually , wil l 
lead i n tim e t o a  meetin g o f minds . Whe n th e non-Wester n culture s 
were unde r th e rul e o f th e Dutch , English , o r French , ther e wer e 
natives wh o learne d th e languag e an d assimilate d th e cultur e o f 
their conquerors . No w tha t th e conquero r i s usually gone , w e mee t 
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the politically free and , w e hope, unvengeful philosophe r with bot h 
a Hindu an d a  Western philosophical educatio n (fo r example , amon g 
the participants in Matilal an d Shaw 1985) ; or the Hindu psychoan -
alyst wh o carefull y an d sympatheticall y examine s th e 'saints ' an d 
healers o f hi s ow n cultur e (Kakar) ; o r th e Wester n psychiatrist , 
born i n a  villag e i n India , wh o goe s bac k t o investigat e i t (Car -
stairs); o r th e Hind u anthropologis t (Dube ) o r Chines e sociologis t 
(Yang) equippe d wit h a  Wester n educatio n bu t stil l relate d t o hi s 
original culture ; o r th e Sioux , bor n o n a  reservatio n i n Sout h Da -
kota an d becom e a  write r o n America n India n histor y an d cultur e 
(Deloria, Jr.); or th e African philosophe r wit h a  degree from Cam -
bridge (Abraham) ; o r th e Viennese , Agehanand a Bharati , who , 
dissatisfied wit h th e West , goes to India t o hunt fo r a  suitable guru , 
learns Indi a fro m experienc e an d study , an d whil e remainin g a 
Hindu b y allegiance , criticize s Indi a a s a  Western , rathe r tough -
minded anthropologist , impatien t with what he thinks are the shoddy 
apologetics of many educated Hindu s and their Western likes. 

Professions suc h a s cultura l anthropolog y ar e possibl e onl y be -
cause of the desire to disengage oneself more or less from one' s own 
culture. The anthropologist's openness is clearly also distance. Such 
openness an d distanc e ar e nothin g ne w i n philosophy . I n recen t 
times the y hav e bee n advocate d b y th e hermeneuti c philosophers , 
who urg e th e fusio n o f differen t 'horizons. ' Bu t whateve r positio n 
the anthropologis t o r philosophe r takes , whateve r positio n an y o f 
as takes , i n orde r t o assimilat e wha t i s culturally foreign , th e con -
text o f assimilatio n remain s th e unneutra l on e of the assimilator' s 
own life . Th e confrontatio n o f a  familia r an d a  foreign contex t i n 
order t o work ou t th e foreign i n term s tha t ar e native t o i t an d yet 
transferable t o thos e o f th e familia r make s u s see each contex t i n 
the ligh t o f th e othe r an d bot h context s mor e densel y an d wit h 
more nuance. Presumably , anyon e living within a n embracing con -
text, suc h a s tha t o f a  culture , i s immersed i n i t s o deeply tha t a 
clear notion o f what i t would b e like to be out of it can hardly aris e 
in one' s mind ; bu t th e stronge r th e sense of the foreign , whic h lie s 
outside, th e stronge r th e likelihoo d tha t th e foreig n alread y exist s 
within—at leas t in the form of an unexpressed attractio n outward . 
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An explici t presentatio n o f th e contextua l difference s betwee n dif -
ferent culture s i s a n implici t appea l t o g o beyon d an y an d al l o f 
them. 

We ca n pu t thes e dilemma s o f context , a s the y wil l increasingl y 
appear t o be , i n th e for m o f a n eas y fiction,  variant s o f which hav e 
often bee n use d b y novelists . I  mea n nothin g elaborat e bu t onl y a 
summary versio n o f a n alread y frequen t occurrence , a  meetin g be -
tween exponent s o f differen t culture s t o discus s on e another' s diffi -
culties i n graspin g th e point s o f vie w no t thei r own . Th e partici -
pants wil l a t first  b e nameles s an d abstrac t bu t wil l soo n b e joine d 
by rea l person s an d views . 

In th e meetin g I  imagine , indefinitel y man y reaction s ar e pos -
sible; bu t the y ca n b e reduce d t o a  schematicall y smal l number . 
First an d mos t primitively , th e participants , amon g whom I  imagine 
ourselves, reac t t o th e strangers ' view s withou t an y specia l atten -
tion t o context—a s diplomat s sa y o f intransigen t exchanges , the y 
have a  'frank ' discussion . A  secon d kin d o f reactio n i s b y wa y o f 
identification. Tha t is , w e tr y t o pu t ourselve s i n th e strangers ' 
place an d adop t thei r view s a s i f the y wer e ou r own , whic h w e 
change o r suspend , a s happen s whe n person s underg o a  sudde n 
change o f heart . Bu t th e secon d possibility , lik e th e first,  ma y ap -
pear to o simple-minded ; an d so , a s a  third , mor e sophisticate d pos -
sibility, w e tak e int o accoun t th e strangers ' reaction s t o ou r primi -
tive reactio n t o them—their s bein g very likel y a  counter - o r defensiv e 
reaction. A s a  fourt h possibility , w e g o a  ste p furthe r an d tak e int o 
account thei r reactio n t o ou r reactio n t o thei r defens e agains t ou r 
first, primitiv e reaction . An d a s a  fifth  an d las t possibility , w e mak e 
a synthesi s o f al l thes e reaction s an d counterreaction s or , i n th e 
effort t o b e neutral , allo w everythin g t o remai n unresolve d becaus e 
we hav e n o standard b y which t o resolve it . 

One difficult y i n suc h a  discussio n i s likely t o b e ou r dependenc e 
on th e expert s wh o hav e describe d th e cultur e o r mod e o f though t 
of our partner s o r rival s i n discussion . T o our possibl e dismay , thes e 
partners d o no t accep t th e experts ' evaluation s o f them . Wha t hap -
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pens when th e discussants are not expert s who presume themselve s 
to b e neutra l bu t African s wh o hav e becom e anthropologist s o r 
philosophers an d who are concerned t o defend thei r culture a s only 
those native t o it can? My own experienc e lead s me to believe tha t 
not on e o f the m i s likely t o b e satisfied wit h wha t outsider s hav e 
seen i n Africa n culture ; an d s o what w e migh t hav e hope d woul d 
be a  neutral , academi c discussio n turn s int o a  wrangle , i n whic h 
appearances ma y o r may no t b e preserved, wit h charge s and coun -
tercharges of ignorance, bias , and ill-will . 

So far th e discussion ha s bee n imaginary ; bu t i f we conside r th e 
views of actual African philosophers , the plot immediately thicken s 
(Fl<£istad 1987 , Gyekye 1987) . To show this , I  choose for discussio n 
two African contemporaries , Kwas i Wiredu and Paulin Hountondji , 
whose philosophical educations are, respectively, English and French— 
one o f th e latter' s teacher s wa s Loui s Althusser . I  choos e exac t 
contemporaries becaus e they share the present leve l of professiona l 
sophistication an d ca n therefor e discus s o r argu e wit h u s an d on e 
another on equal terms . 

Wiredu, wh o teaches a t th e University of Ghana, give s a respect -
ful accoun t o f the traditiona l outloo k o f his people. He says that i t 
was intensely humanistic , meaning , preoccupie d wit h huma n wel -
fare. I n keepin g wit h thi s outlook , h e say s tha t traditio n neve r 
presumes tha t somethin g i s goo d becaus e Go d approve s o f it , bu t 
rather tha t Go d approve s o f i t becaus e i t i s good, goo d fo r an d i n 
terms o f huma n lif e (6) . Traditionally , Go d i s considered t o b e a n 
integral membe r o f society an d no t aloo f i n hi s heaven, an d lif e i s 
considered t o b e a  perpetua l cycl e o f rebirths . Humanisti c socia l 
ideals ar e woven everywher e int o th e we b of society. "Th e ide a of 
beauty of thought, speech , action and appearance" is a basic prereq-
uisite for high social office . Th e birth o f a child i s necessary for th e 
continuance o f marriage. Withou t experiencin g bot h marriag e an d 
old age, a  person cannot b e wise" (7-8) . 

Wiredu add s qualification s bu t agree s wit h th e nationalis t tha t 
the conception s o f the traditiona l Africa n philosophie s deserve th e 
greatest o f interes t (28) . H e adds , however , tha t Africa n philoso -
phies a s the y exis t toda y ar e fol k philosophies , consistin g o f wha t 
eiders once said or are reputed to have said. Whatever the reasoning 
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of thes e elder s ma y hav e been , i t i s n o longe r availabl e and , eve n i f 
reconstructed, i s not adequat e fo r a  contemporary philosoph y (30) . 

Philosophy, say s Wiredu , i s an d alway s ha s bee n relativ e t o cul -
ture i n subtl e ways , bot h i n th e issue s tha t hav e excited inquir y an d 
in th e these s tha t hav e emerged . African s mus t surel y remai n sensi -
tive i n philosoph y t o wha t i s specific t o thei r Africa n situation . Bu t 
philosophy, Wired u believes , ca n b e universal , an d consciou s rela -
tivism i s no t a  rationall y defensibl e polic y (33) . I t i s tru e tha t 
language affect s philosophica l thinking , "bu t i t i s par t o f th e func -
tion o f philosopher s t o elici t th e genera l conception s burie d unde r 
the forms an d turning s of a given languag e for critica l examination " 
(34) • For instance , th e Englis h language , thoug h particularl y rich , 
may easil y lea d t o ontologica l fantasies ; bu t thi s weakness ough t t o 
be demonstrabl e i n Englis h itself , o n ground s independen t o f it s 
particular character , fo r "languag e ca n onl y incline , no t necessi -
ta te" (35) . 

In Wiredu' s opinion , Africa n philosopher s shoul d inquir e int o th e 
traditional backgroun d o f thei r philosophica l thought , bu t shoul d 
perhaps mor e urgentl y creat e philosophie s base d upo n th e many -
sided experienc e o f contemporary Africans . "Africa n philosophy , a s 
distinct fro m Africa n traditional  world-views,  i s th e philosoph y 
that i s bein g produce d b y contemporar y Africa n philosophers . I t i s 
still i n th e making " (36) . T o b e sure , th e siftin g o f th e element s o f 
African "traditiona l though t an d cultur e call s fo r a  goo d measur e 
of analytica l circumspectio n les t w e exchang e th e goo d a s wel l a s 
the ba d i n ou r traditiona l way s o f lif e fo r dubiou s socia l imports " 
(50). Circumspectio n an d clarit y o f though t requir e technica l com -
petence, an d th e Africa n philosophe r ough t no t t o b e diverted fro m 
his studies b y calls for immediat e relevanc e (60) . 

In Wiredu , th e urgen t nationalis m s o ofte n encountere d i n mod -
ern Africa n though t i s thoughtful an d muted . Thi s nationalis m ha s 
become no t doubtfu l o f it s rightness a s such bu t devoi d o f particula r 
philosophical content . Philosoph y a s he sees it for African s ha s bee n 
driven clos e t o th e beginning , th e ne w hope , a t whic h s o muc h 
philosophy seem s always to exist . I t seems to me that Wired u woul d 
make bot h a n eas y an d difficul t discussant , eas y becaus e thos e wit h 
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the usua l Englis h philosophica l cas t o f min d woul d find  muc h i n 
common wit h him , bu t difficul t becaus e hi s possibl e agreemen t 
with u s woul d hav e t o b e subjec t t o th e recognitio n o f Africa n 
interests and th e stil l unknow n qualification s tha t Africa n philoso -
phers will one day make. 

Much o f wha t th e secon d Africa n philosopher , Pauli n Houn -
tondji, write s is in reaction agains t previous formulations of Africa n 
thought, i n particular thos e of the Belgian missionary Placid e Tem-
pels and th e Rwandais e pries t Alexis Kagame. Tempels, whose views 
influenced Africa n intellectuals , attribute d a  genuine philosophica l 
system t o th e Bantu s whos e though t h e studied . H e calle d thei r 
thought "philosophical " becaus e h e foun d i t t o sho w a  consisten t 
rationality. H e claime d tha t wha t ha d bee n calle d "magic , ani -
mism, ancestor-worship , o r dynamism " wa s philosophica l i n th e 
sense o f dependin g upo n a n ontologica l principle , on e tha t ex -
pressed th e Bant u knowledg e o f being , o f th e existenc e o f thing s 
(Tempels, 1959 , 23) . The ontolog y perceive d b y hi m wa s a  specie s 
of dynamism . H e wrote tha t "th e Bant u speak , act , liv e a s if , fo r 
them, being s wer e forces . Forc e i s no t fo r the m a n adventitiou s 
accidental reality . Forc e is even more than a  necessary attribut e of 
beings: Forc e i s th e natur e o f being , forc e i s being , bein g i s force " 
(35). Thi s universa l vitalis m wa s organized, accordin g t o Tempels , 
in a  hierarchy recallin g tha t o f Neoplatonism. A s a missionary , h e 
was happ y t o discove r tha t th e ontolog y o f th e Bantu s resemble d 
that of Christian theology (121) . 

Kagame's work , publishe d i n 1956 , wa s bette r documente d an d 
thought ou t i n mor e detai l tha n wa s Tempers , an d i t to o influ -
enced Africa n thinkers . Kagam e dre w o n tales , proverbs , dynasti c 
poems—all i n th e for m o f oral literature—bu t particularl y o n th e 
structure o f th e (Bantu)-Rwandais e language . H e believed tha t al -
though forma l logi c wa s th e sam e everywhere , languag e ha d a 
strong differentia l effec t o n thought . Thi s belie f wa s base d o n hi s 
examination o f th e grammatica l structur e o f th e Rwandais e lan -
guage, whic h persuade d hi m tha t th e Rwandais e notio n o f sub -
stance was more dynamic tha n th e European or Aristotelian, thoug h 
the stati c an d dynami c wer e complementar y an d inseparabl e i n 

57 



THE DILEMMA OF CONTEXT 

both traditions . Kagam e remarke d tha t African s migh t thin k ver y 
differently i f the y mad e systemati c philosophica l us e o f thei r mothe r 
tongues (Hountondj i 1983 , 38-40). 

Hountondji emphaticall y reject s Tempels' s an d Kagame' s kin d o f 
thought. Lik e Wiredu , h e point s ou t tha t nativ e tradition s an d 
anthropological account s o f Africa n though t conve y fol k philoso -
phies. Africans , h e says , ofte n remai n caugh t i n th e myt h o f a 
specifically Africa n philosophy . The y wan t t o demonstrat e thei r 
intellectual wort h an d sho w tha t the y hav e a  dignity o f thei r own . 
When th e European , i n a  gesture o f repentance tha t reflecte d a  crisi s 
of hi s own , finall y bega n t o celebrat e th e differenc e betwee n Afri -
can an d European , "th e mysteriou s primitiv e 'mentality ' "  of whic h 
he ha d earlie r spoke n "wa s metamorphose d int o a  primitive 'philos -
ophy' "  (Hountondj i 1983 , 45). 

To Hountondji , Africa n philosophy , t o th e exten t tha t i t remain s 
an ethnophilosophy , ha s bee n develope d fo r Europeans , no t fo r 
Africans. No t surprisingly , "i t i s muc h bette r know n outsid e tha n 
inside Africa " (ibid.) . Suc h folklorism,  o r collectiv e cultura l exhi -
bitionism, depend s fo r th e mos t par t o n purel y imaginar y peculiari -
ties an d encourage s th e intellectual s wh o indulg e i n i t t o spea k i n 
the nam e o f whol e people s (6y).  Th e ethni c view s know n a s Bantu 
philosophy, Dogon  philosophy,  Yoruba  philosophy,  an d th e lik e 
"are s o man y myth s invente d b y th e West, " fo r "ther e ar e n o mor e 
spontaneous Africa n 'philosophies ' tha n ther e ar e spontaneou s 
Western, French , German , Belgia n or American 'philosophies ' creat -
ing silen t unanimitie s amon g al l Westerners , al l th e French , al l th e 
Germans, etc . Africa n philosoph y ca n exis t onl y i n th e sam e mod e 
as Europea n philosophy , i.e. , throug h wha t i s calle d literature" 
( 1 0 1 ) . 

Granted tha t thi s i s so , "th e rea l proble m i s t o liberat e th e theo -
retical creativit y o f ou r peoples " b y givin g the m acces s t o informa -
tion an d t o th e freedo m t o generat e an d refut e th e mos t divers e 
theories (54) . Unti l now , th e prevailin g climat e o f violenc e ha s 
made genuin e cultura l exchang e impossible . 

Colonialism has arrested African culture s by reducing their internal plural -
ism, diminishin g thei r discords , an d weakenin g th e tension s fro m whic h 
they derive d thei r vitality , leavin g African s wit h a n artificia l choic e be -
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tween cultural 'alienation ' (whic h is supposedly connected with political 
betrayal) an d cultural nationalis m (th e obverse of political nationalis m 
and often a  pathetic substitute for it). (164) 

Hountondji's ton e i s muc h fiercer  tha n Wiredu's , althoug h th e 
substance o f th e messag e i s not ver y different . I  thin k tha t apar t 
from hi s sometimes Marxis t emphasis , h e would no t change muc h 
in th e discussio n I  imagined a  few page s back . I n an y event , th e 
African philosophie s h e envisages ar e creations neithe r o f past nor 
present but only of the future . 

The upsho t i s that th e discussion, t o be true to the probabilities, 
had bes t b e imagined brief , violent , o r sterile—unless th e partici -
pants had been chosen in advance for their positions , a  choice tha t 
would verif y th e remar k mad e b y Chuang-tz u tha t becaus e ther e 
are n o neutra l judges , whe n on e gives ove r a  problem t o a  judge, 
the choice of judge predetermines the judgment tha t wil l be given. 

We ar e lef t wit h a  singl e clea r truth , a  patc h o f firm  groun d o n 
which t o stand; but it lies in the middle of a swamp of uncertainty . 
What i s the use of the truth tha t knowin g depends on context i f in 
trying t o establis h a  contex t w e sink int o doubts ? Ordinarily , w e 
accept th e ide a o f contex t withou t an y question ; bu t thi s i s only 
because we do not pursue it very far. We do not see that dependenc e 
on context i s a limited kin d of relativism an d that relativism , looke d 
at philosophically, i s hard to limit. W e seem to feel tha t the idea of 
context i s clear, stable , an d sufficient an d does not need qualifica -
tions or a context o f its own. Because context i s most often use d in 
literary study , history , an d socia l science , i t i s no t analyze d a s 
closely a s th e standar d philosophica l questions , suc h a s tha t o f 
relativism itself . The price paid i s intellectual slacknes s because to 
neglect to see where the idea leads is as intellectually unjustifie d a s 
to neglect to use it. 

I will eventually say that bot h forms of neglect have some justifi-
cation, bu t a t th e momen t i t i s more usefu l t o pursue th e ide a of 
context consistentl y an d see to what i t leads . The very attemp t t o 
be consistent make s the idea o f context har d t o manage becaus e if 
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we d o no t limi t i t eithe r intuitivel y o r arbitrarily , i t i s unrestraine d 
by an y natura l limi t o f it s own . Thi s lac k o f natura l limi t i s th e 
abstract explanatio n o f many o f the problem s we hav e ru n into . 

What happen s whe n w e tr y t o appl y th e ide a wit h scrupulou s 
consistency? We discover tha t contex t extend s s o far, fro m th e mos t 
encompassing framewor k o f experience t o the mos t minut e particle s 
(or waves) , tha t w e ca n neve r finish  wit h it . W e discove r tha t i t 
always remain s possible , an d i n som e perspectiv e true , tha t ou r 
understanding ha s bee n limite d becaus e w e hav e no t pai d enoug h 
attention t o context . 

It shoul d no t b e suppose d tha t w e ge t ri d o f thi s endles s deman d 
if w e confin e ourselve s t o a  homogeneou s cultura l environmen t or , 
within it , t o standar d problems . Seriou s investigatio n ha s a  wa y o f 
making itsel f interminable : Ther e ar e alway s mor e detail s t o b e 
gathered, mor e observation s t o b e made , mor e sid e issue s t o b e 
investigated. Whe n th e painte r Rober t Rauschenber g wante d t o 
force spectator s t o look really closely , h e painted a  surface al l black . 
Anyone curiou s t o se e wha t wa s ther e ha d t o concentrat e o n th e 
texture o f th e torn , glued-togethe r piece s o f newspaper . Th e near -
uniformity o f the paintin g stimulate d th e spectato r t o pay attentio n 
and se e tha t u p clos e i t wa s no t unifor m a t all . I n th e sam e way , 
nothing huma n w e thin k abou t i s unifor m throug h an d through . 
There i s alway s somethin g lef t ove r t o se e an d understand . Ever y 
culture, philosophy , philosophica l problem , book , article , sentence , 
phrase, an d wor d ca n b e declare d insufficientl y intelligibl e i f w e 
demand tha t i t b e graspe d i n al l it s distinctiveness—if , tha t is , w e 
insist tha t th e contex t tha t distinguishe s i t cannot b e detached fro m 
it, i s i n effec t immanen t i n it , an d separate s i t fro m anythin g tha t 
might b e supposed th e same . 

By attaching thing s mor e firmly  t o thei r contexts , whic h al l var y 
at leas t i n detail , w e increas e ou r recognitio n o f thei r individualit y 
and mak e the m mor e nearly unique . A t the extrem e limi t o f distinc-
tion b y mean s o f context , thing s shoul d becom e utterl y unique , 
which i s to say , absolutel y incomparabl e and , i n consequence , sub -
ject t o a  parado x tha t wa s develope d b y skeptics . Th e skeptics ' 
reasoning goe s thi s way : T o recogniz e somethin g differen t o r ne w 
we hav e nothin g bu t ou r experienc e wit h wha t w e hav e know n u p 
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to the present; but what we have known up to the present resembles 
what w e no w wan t t o kno w onl y i n thos e aspect s tha t tel l u s 
nothing o f its uniqueness; bu t w e cannot recogniz e th e uniquenes s 
itself because we have never met i t before; an d if we recognize only 
that w e ar e coming int o contac t wit h somethin g ne w o r different, 
we d o no t hav e experienc e o r idea s wit h whic h t o gras p it . A 
traditional wa y ou t o f the paradox depend s on atomism , accordin g 
to whic h uniqu e thing s ar e mad e s o by th e rearrangemen t o f thei r 
identical particles . However , thi s way seems not t o be available t o 
the extreme partisan of context, who must, I  imagine, be a holist of 
some sort . Th e perso n wh o insist s tha t contex t create s uniquenes s 
drives away the threat of sameness by pointing out small difference s 
of contex t tha t interrelat e an d constitut e a  whol e tha t ha s n o 
double anywhere . Viewing , thinking , an d provin g ca n al l b e de-
clared i n some degree misleading i f not viewe d i n a  special enoug h 
light, throug h th e pris m o f relationship s an d meaning s tha t mak e 
everything human unique . 

When a  contex t tha t i s relatively unifor m provoke s attentio n t o 
relatively smal l difference s an d thes e t o progressively smalle r ones, 
which ar e the differences o f the differences, th e possibility of decid-
ing that things are the same becomes progressively weaker. Of course, 
the ke y i s the decisio n t o tak e smal l difference s int o account . Th e 
process reminds me of the measurin g o f a  coastline an d th e associ -
ated paradox (whic h no w has a mathematical solution) . The para-
dox i s this : Measuring i s by means o f conventions tha t experienc e 
has dictated ; bu t if , i n defianc e o f th e conventions , on e tries , i n 
thought o r practice, t o measure a  coastline very exactly an d there -
fore measure s no t onl y th e smalle r protrusions an d indentions , bu t 
their protrusion s an d indentions , an d th e protrusion s an d inden -
tions of the protrusions an d indentions , th e coastline grows in lengt h 
until i t threaten s t o becom e immeasurabl y long . Th e furthe r w e 
regress int o condition s an d condition s o f conditions , th e mor e pe -
dantic, mor e slow-movin g w e become , an d th e greate r th e threa t 
that al l intellectual motion wil l cease. 
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Suppose w e spel l ou t th e difficult y i n mor e concret e detail . Suppos e 
that w e begi n wit h n o more tha n a n interes t i n intellectua l lif e an d 
the commitmen t t o investigat e it s contex t systematicall y an d thor -
oughly. Wha t woul d thi s require ? Ho w man y discipline s woul d w e 
have t o tur n to , an d i n wha t detai l woul d w e hav e t o appl y them ? 

In givin g a  possibl e answer , I  wil l avoi d extravaganc e an d no t 
interpret th e wor d systematic  a s demanding recours e t o ever y disci -
pline tha t migh t possibl y b e relevan t t o th e contex t o f intellectua l 
life. Ther e ar e a  numbe r o f disciplines , however , tha t researc h ha s 
long associate d wit h thi s context . Amon g the m ar e history , geog -
raphy, economics , an d psychology . T o thi s reasonabl e minimum , 
we ma y fee l oblige d t o ad d philology , paleography , an d othe r disci -
plines invented t o help i n th e understandin g o f texts . 

We decide , then , t o concentrat e o n a  manageabl e numbe r o f 
disciplines; bu t o f thos e I  hav e named , onl y philolog y an d paleog -
raphy ca n b e said t o have a  single, unambiguou s outloo k o r metho d 
to apply . Th e res t d o no t an d ar e complicate d b y thei r divisio n int o 
subspecialties an d riva l outlook s o r methods . Fo r example , th e psy -
chology we choose may b e behavioristic, psychoanalytic , cognitive , 
affective, o r holistic , or , a s i s ofte n th e case , eclectic—meaning , 
pieced togethe r inconsistentl y bu t convenientl y ou t o f fragment s 
taken fro m everywhere . O r on e migh t turn , a s seem s reasonabl e i n 
comparative studies , t o ethnopsychology o r ethnopsychiatry, whic h 
have gathere d a  bod y o f specia l evidenc e bu t whic h ma y b e prac -
ticed i n th e spiri t o f an y o f th e earlie r name d outlook s o r method s 
—behavioristic, psychoanalytic , an d s o on (fo r example , Berli n an d 
Kay 1969 ; Devereux 1978 ; Dougherty 1981 ; Hallowell 1955 ; Hallpike 
1979; Kleinma n an d Goo d 1985 ; Shweder an d LeVin e 1984 ; Spindle r 
1978; and Whit e an d Kirkpatric k 1985) . 

Suppose, however , tha t w e simplif y thing s a s muc h a s possible ; 
and suppose , too , tha t w e overcom e th e difficult y i n choosin g out -
looks an d methods . Eve n so , w e com e t o recogniz e tha t th e ide a o f 
context mus t b e broke n u p o r qualifie d i n orde r t o bea r systemati c 
examination. On e wa y o f breakin g i t u p i s t o establis h a  sequenc e 
of levels . Withou t it , ho w ca n w e hop e fo r a  complet e an d system -
atic view ? Th e level s ca n o f cours e b e fe w o r man y an d qualitativ e 
or quantitative , tha t is , arrange d o n a  numerica l scale . 
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A simple, natura l sequenc e of levels might b e made of these five; 
the microcontext , th e correlativ e context , th e macrocontext , th e 
metacontext, an d the universal o r meta-metacontext. An y particu-
lar subject matte r would suggest its own variations on this set. 

I begin with the correlative context because it is the one to which 
we turn immediatel y an d instinctively . I n the case of a philosophi-
cal text , i t would include the book in which i t occurred, the text or 
texts o n whic h i t dre w o r t o whic h i t wa s responding , th e othe r 
writings o f it s author , an d s o on . Philosophers , wh o rarel y under -
stand crucia l text s a s well a s they would like , spend a  good deal of 
effort i n suc h contextualizing . The y usuall y discover , I  a m sure , 
that th e effor t helps , bu t rarel y t o thei r complet e satisfaction . Th e 
exact meaning s prove to be extraordinarily elusive . I t seems to me 
no exaggeratio n t o sa y tha t n o one , philosophe r o r layman , eve r 
understands an y othe r person , philosophe r o r layman, t o the othe r 
person's complet e an d lastin g satisfaction ; an d i f th e tes t o f th e 
accuracy of our interpretation o f a text were to be the agreement of 
its author, 1  assume , thoug h withou t proof , tha t w e should usuall y 
fail, whethe r o r no t w e ha d take n pain s t o establis h th e context . 
And i f th e tes t wer e t o b e th e agreemen t o f others who ha d take n 
pains t o establis h th e context , the n w e shoul d als o usuall y fail , I 
assume. 

By microcontext  I  refe r t o a  mor e minut e scrutiny , sentenc e b y 
sentence an d concep t b y concept, bu t als o to the personal context , 
which give s th e word s thei r persona l resonance ; an d t o th e style , 
which ca n b e analyzed b y many techniques ; an d t o thing s sai d a s 
contrasted wit h thos e that ar e merely implied. I t is evident that , a s 
I characteriz e it , th e 'microscopic ' qualit y o f th e microcontex t i s 
vague an d coul d b e made mor e exac t b y further distinctions . Ho w 
fine should th e distinctions be , an d ho w fa r dow n th e scal e o f size 
should w e go? Barring th e discover y o f more illuminatin g relation -
ships between the m an d texts , th e subatomic, atomic , an d cellula r 
levels of human existenc e should be left out , eve n though th e pecu-
liarities o f th e individua l cell s o f th e nervou s syste m an d thei r 
interconnections an d electrochemica l environment s ar e presum -
ably reflecte d i n wha t an d ho w on e thinks . Th e geneti c leve l i s 
intriguing bu t stil l to o distant t o help us with th e understanding of 
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texts. Th e sensitivit y o f th e eye , th e ear , an d som e parts , perhaps , 
of th e centra l nervou s syste m i s s o grea t tha t the y ca n b e affecte d 
by th e chanc e fluctuations  wit h whic h quantu m mechanic s deals . 
But althoug h thi s ma y b e th e ultimat e leve l fo r u s i n physics , i t 
would b e comical t o assum e tha t w e coul d ge t rea l hel p from i t no w 
in understandin g a  text . Ho w smal l ca n somethin g ge t an d stil l sta y 
relevant? 

Scrutiny minut e enoug h t o ear n th e nam e microtextual  coul d 
take th e for m o f a  detailed commentar y wit h philologica l an d othe r 
excursuses. I f taken fro m a  well-worke d field,  suc h a s Greek philos -
ophy, th e tex t migh t b e immerse d i n a  se a o f commentary , some -
thing o n th e orde r o f a  brie f phras e t o a  pag e o r mor e o f commen -
tary. A s a n exampl e o f a n inquir y i n principl e microtextual , on e 
might tak e th e essa y "Ho w t o Rende r Zweckmassigkeit  [purposive -
ness] i n Kant' s Thir d Critique' * (Pluhar)—o r th e questio n ho w t o 
render i t i n th e critique' s first  preface , o n whic h a  book-lengt h 
commentary ha s been publishe d (Merten s 1973) . 

We kno w tha t ever y thinke r ha s no t onl y hi s or he r ow n intellec -
tual preoccupation s bu t a n individua l vocabulary , syntax , wor d 
relationships o r semanti c fields,  an d verba l eccentricities . Sinc e i n 
reading pros e we ar e mainly attentiv e t o the informatio n conveyed , 
a microtextua l investigatio n i s mos t helpfu l i n instance s o f ambi -
guity, ambivalence , o r apparen t o r rea l inconsistency . However , 
interpreters hav e differen t sensitivities . Bergso n wen t s o fa r a s t o 
say tha t on e coul d no t understan d a  philosopher—h e instance d 
Descartes—unless on e rea d hi m alou d wit h th e prope r emphasi s 
and intonation , an d Wittgenstei n mad e simila r remark s abou t th e 
precise emphasi s o r melod y o f what on e said . Locke' s style ha s bee n 
reasonably linke d t o hi s philosophica l attitude s an d hi s desire t o b e 
and appea r plausibl e (Coli e 1969) . I t i s tru e tha t certai n aspect s o f 
personality ar e muc h mor e eviden t i n speec h tha n i n writing , bu t 
there ar e man y thing s i n writin g tha t exer t influenc e an d repa y 
analysis apar t fro m th e explici t message . Ther e ar e metaphor , sim -
ile, syntax , relatio n betwee n styl e o f reasonin g an d styl e o f expres -
sion, directnes s o r evasiveness , th e disregard tha t ca n b e interprete d 
as consciou s o r unconsciou s silenc e abou t somethin g o f concern , 
the fit  o r lac k o f fit  betwee n wha t i s sai d an d ho w i t i s said—fo r 
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example, purportedl y rationa l refutatio n wit h th e hel p of strongl y 
emotional words , kindnes s preache d i n a  harsh , militan t vocabu -
lary, cal m recommende d i n a n anxiou s way , an d freedo m o r spon-
taneity recommended in a naggingly obsessive way. I n brief, I  think 
that a  full y seriou s attemp t t o understan d a  tex t woul d hav e t o 
descend to its microcontextual qualities . 

While th e microcontex t i s likel y t o b e persona l o r subpersonal , 
the macrocontext i s impersonal an d deal s with suc h large r matter s 
as the dispute s betwee n school s t o whic h th e tex t i s relevant , th e 
cultural condition s i t reflects , an d s o on. Suc h would b e a  study of 
Greek philosophy i n Athens in the context of ancient Athenian life , 
or of Chinese philosophy i n the contex t o f the Chou dynasty , o r of 
Renaissance thought i n its Florentine context . 

The inclusiveness of macrocontexts create s a  constantly overlap -
ping effect . T o study th e ideal s of Greek, Indian , Chinese , o r Eur o 
pean education , on e need s t o mak e referenc e t o th e appropriat e 
philosophies; bu t on e ca n als o stud y philosoph y i n an y cultur e i n 
the contex t o f it s education , an d i n thi s contex t mak e clea r just : 
what wa s taught , b y whom, i n wha t way , an d t o what purpos e o r 
effect (Marro u 1956 ; Gait 1951 ; R. J. Mookerj i 1947) . 

There i s a similar overlappin g betwee n th e histor y o f philosoph y 
and tha t o f political thought , law , an d literature . A  study of modes 
of reasonin g i n Indi a concentrate s o n philosoph y bu t als o recall s 
dialectical reasonin g i n literatur e an d law , whic h forme d par t o f 
the contex t o f intellectual lif e (Solomo n 1976 , 1978) . A somewhat 
similar attempt , confine d t o early Gree k culture , finds  i t necessar y 
to begi n wit h prephilosophica l tendencies , wit h metapho r i n cos -
mological theory , wit h argumen t b y means of comparison o r anal -
ogy, an d s o on . An d a  continuatio n o f thi s stud y deal s wit h th e 
critique o f magic , wit h dialecti c an d demonstrations , an d wit h 
empirical research an d science (G . E. R. Lloyd 1966 , 1979). 

The overlapping ma y b e of another kind . Fo r example, th e stud y 
may b e of the interpla y i n Greek thought o f rational an d irrationa l 
or, mor e generally, o f menta l lif e i n Greec e from th e standpoin t o f 
psychological though t the n an d no w (Dodd s 1957 ; Simon 1978) . Or 
the macrocontex t ca n b e geographical , i n th e sense , say , o f th e 
book calle d Oxford  in  the  Age  of  John Locke,  whic h studie s th e 
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inner an d oute r world s o f Oxford an d th e relation s o f Lock e himsel f 
to th e universit y (Hargreaves-Mawdsle y 1973) . Anothe r kin d o f 
geographical microcontex t i s exemplified b y a  book on th e hol y cit y 
of Banaras , whic h give s India n theolog y a  sense of place, a  physica l 
and spiritua l habita t (Ec k 1982) . 

So much fo r macrocontext s an d thei r possibl e varietie s an d over -
lappings. Th e metacontext,  a s implie d b y th e name , deal s wit h th e 
text fro m above . Fro m above , on e ask s wh y th e kin d o f question s 
the tex t deal s wit h ar e raise d a t all , o r wh y suc h argument s ar e 
used, an d s o on . I f reason s fo r usin g particula r kind s o f argument s 
fall int o th e scop e of the metacontext , the n th e studie s o f reasonin g 
I hav e cited , on e fo r Indi a an d tw o fo r Greece , belon g her e rathe r 
than i n th e categor y o f macrocontext . Th e stud y o f th e relatio n o f 
Greek o r Chines e reasonin g t o th e natur e o f Gree k o r Chines e a s 
compared wit h othe r language s migh t als o be put i n either category ; 
but i f th e comparison s ar e far-reaching , the y see m preferabl e here , 
in th e categor y o f metacontex t (Kah n 1973 ; Hansen 1983 ; Graha m 
1967). Studies tha t attemp t t o clarify whol e culture s by philologica l 
means probably belon g here, a s do studies of the whole developmen t 
of th e languag e i n whic h th e tex t wa s writte n (Gond a 1965 ; Reno u 
l955) •  The categor y o f metacontex t als o fits  the stud y calle d Dreams, 
Illusion, and  Other  Realities,  whic h deal s with th e India n sense s o f 
reality an d illusio n an d compare s the m wit h Chines e an d Europea n 
equivalents (O'Flahert y 1984) . Here , too , belon g th e othe r wide -
ranging comparativ e studie s o f al l kinds . 

The universa l o r meta-metacontext  i s establishe d b y joinin g al l 
the other , partia l context s an d settin g the m i n thei r relationship s 
to on e another , s o a s t o mak e visibl e th e ful l intellectua l univers e 
of th e text . O f course , th e universa l context s w e construc t are , i n 
fact, n o mor e tha n hope s o r sketches . Fo r th e breadt h an d audacit y 
of thei r work , sociologist s suc h a s Durkhei m an d Ma x Webe r fit  th e 
universal category . Fo r hi s universalizin g ambition , s o doe s th e 
anthropologist Alfre d Kroebe r (1944 , 1952) . Anothe r candidat e i s 
Oswald Spengler ; an d ther e i s a  mor e recen t one , Benjami n Nelso n 
(Walter e t al . 1985) . On a  more abstrac t plane , ther e ar e the encom -
passing metaphysica l systems , som e o f which, notabl y Hegel's , con -
struct a  much fulle r universa l contex t tha n others . 
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Although beginnin g modestly , th e deman d fo r contex t ha s grow n 
beyond al l measure . I  say thi s because of the number o f discipline s 
and level s tha t ca n reasonabl y b e take n a s relevan t t o context . 
Logically, however , thi s is only the beginning. A moment's though t 
shows tha t eac h disciplin e ca n als o provid e th e contex t fo r th e 
study o f itsel f o n a  highe r level , a s a  metadiscipline . Fo r instance , 
the study of history inspire s the study of the history of history; tha t 
of geography, th e study of the geographic differences i n the study of 
geography; tha t o f economics, th e study of the economic character -
istics o f th e professio n o f economics ; an d tha t o f psychology , th e 
study o f the psychology o f psychology o r psychologists. Tha t i s not 
the end . Eac h disciplin e ca n b e regarde d a s providing th e contex t 
for eac h o f th e other s and , mor e comprehensively , fo r al l o f th e 
others together . Eac h ha s it s history , geography , economics , an d 
psychology; an d becaus e the y ar e all , i n common , learne d profes -
sions, the y have a  common history , economics , an d so on. Yet , th e 
end i s stil l no t i n sight . Eac h leve l o f contex t ca n reasonabl y b e 
regarded i n th e ligh t o f eac h o f th e others . On e ca n discove r o r 
formulate a  macrocontex t fo r th e us e o f microcontext s and , like -
wise, a  microcontex t t o explai n th e developmen t an d natur e o f 
macrocontexts—to which I  add, not for the first time, and so on. 

To recapitulate , w e bega n b y askin g wha t i t woul d mea n t o 
investigate th e contex t o f intellectual lif e thoroughly . Then , t o b e 
practical, w e narrowe d th e contex t o f intellectua l lif e t o tha t o f 
some philosophica l text . A s a  result , w e obligate d ourselve s t o 
reconstruct a n indefinitely grea t par t of intellectual an d social life , 
as see n fro m a  grea t numbe r o f angle s an d angle s o f angles . Th e 
natural comment i s that such a  procedure is absurdly unwieldy . 

It doe s no t tak e muc h philosoph y t o se e tha t thi s progressiv e 
increase in demands for context lead s to the conclusion tha t every -
thing in th e universe of the tex t w e have been thinking of provides 
a contex t fo r everythin g els e i n it . On e ste p further , w e reac h th e 
conclusion tha t everythin g i n th e univers e of the text' s universe — 
meaning, th e universe without an y qualifications—provides a  con-
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text fo r everythin g else . Still anothe r step , an d w e learn , i n th e ligh t 
of th e nee d fo r context , tha t w e canno t kno w anythin g unles s w e 
know everything . Bu t since we canno t kno w everything , w e canno t 
know anything—unless , tha t is , w e accep t th e possibilit y tha t 
knowing an y on e thin g full y i s equivalen t t o knowin g everything . 
In thi s las t possibility , w e recogniz e th e ideal s o f such philosopher s 
as Leibni z an d Hegel ; bu t I  a m no t sur e tha t w e hav e helpe d our -
selves becaus e ther e i s n o reaso n t o suppos e tha t knowin g an y on e 
thing quit e full y i s easie r tha n knowin g everything—unles s on e i s 
God, th e Mona d o f Monads , o r th e Hegelia n Spirit . 

Certainly, i f everythin g i s the contex t fo r everythin g else , every -
thing is  i n a  sens e everythin g else , constitute s everythin g else , o r 
pervades everythin g else . I f thi s ide a seem s vague , a n exampl e o r 
two wil l clarif y it . A  house tha t ha s bee n move d fro m on e plac e t o 
another remain s th e sam e house , w e usuall y say . Bu t i f a  perso n 
argues tha t t o hi m th e hous e wa s wha t i t wa s b y virtu e o f th e 
scenery aroun d it , it s immediat e geographica l context , w e woul d 
understand hi m becaus e architect s d o desig n house s fo r certai n 
localities, an d certai n localitie s d o fit  th e characte r o f certai n house s 
better tha n others . Th e perso n migh t therefor e argu e tha t i n hi s 
mind th e hous e wa s inseparabl e fro m th e scener y an d th e scener y 
from th e house . Hous e an d scener y woul d i n tha t cas e affec t on e 
another, qualif y on e another , an d belon g t o on e another , i n direc t 
experience, i n memory , an d i n conception . The y coul d the n b e 
reasonably considere d onl y differen t aspect s o f th e sam e experien -
tial o r conceptua l unit , an d thei r relation s wit h 'on e another ' woul d 
be, i n philosophers ' terminology , interna l o r mutually pervasive . 

If this argumen t hold s fo r simpl y materia l things , suc h a s houses , 
it hold s al l th e mor e fo r huma n beings . Parent s ar e th e geneti c 
context o f their children' s live s and ar e in thi s sense present i n the m 
and inseparabl e fro m them . An d i f thi s hold s biologically , i t hold s 
psychologically, unde r norma l circumstances , an d no t onl y o f par -
ents bu t o f everyon e wh o exert s a  psychologica l influence : W e ar e 
ourselves bu t ar e als o mad e fro m an d inseparabl e fro m th e idea s 
and emotion s o f others . 

If al l thi s i s true , w e arriv e a t th e ol d view , no w suggeste d i n 
physics b y bootstrap  theory , whic h says , a s Anaxagora s di d lon g 
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ago, "I n everythin g ther e i s a  portio n o f everything" (Capr a 1982 ; 
Schofield 1980 , chap. 4). 

There i s a  furthe r interestin g consequenc e o f th e deman d t o se e 
everything i n context . I t i s this: I f we assum e tha t nothin g ca n b e 
understood outsid e of its particular context , th e same must be tru e 
of the doctrin e itsel f tha t nothin g ca n b e understood outsid e o f it s 
context; an d th e contex t o f th e doctrin e mus t hav e its  contex t o r 
contexts; an d s o on. So , too , ou r persona l ac t o f setting somethin g 
—anything, including what is now being said about context—mus t 
be set int o it s context or , t o be accurate , int o a s many context s a s 
are relevan t t o such a n ac t and , i n addition , t o th e context s o f it s 
no doubt many contexts . 

We hav e ru n int o a n ol d aporia , a n encounte r tha t teache s u s 
that th e proces s o f reasonin g w e hav e begu n i s no t subjec t t o an y 
consistent intellectua l limit , an d tha t w e hav e demande d o f our -
selves, no t onl y mor e tha n i s possible, bu t indefinitel y more—i f I 
were not now afraid o f the word, I  would say, infinitely more . 

Granted thi s situation , i t i s a  comfor t t o realiz e tha t other s wer e 
here befor e u s and tha t no t everyon e was afraid . Th e fearless one s 
embraced th e idea tha t everythin g is the context o f everything else, 
relative t o everythin g else , containe d withi n everythin g else , im -
manent i n everything else . Some of them embrace d th e idea with a 
seductively poeti c exuberance . Talking , a s they did , o f the noume -
non, th e hidde n reality , an d th e phenomenon , it s visibl e effects , 
they said tha t th e noumeno n an d phenomeno n ar e a s separate an d 
yet a s identical a s the ocean an d it s waves, so that i n principle one 
could know al l the ocean from a  single wave—rather, I  add, a s the 
astronomer learn s the constitution o f a whole distant sta r from th e 
spectrum i n th e telescope . Usin g the metapho r o f ocean an d wave , 
they sai d tha t thoug h th e ocea n i s concentrated i n th e wave , th e 
ocean does not shrink; and though th e wave includes all the ocean , 
the wave does not expand . An d "thoug h th e ocean simultaneousl y 
extends itsel f t o al l waves , i t doe s no t b y thi s fac t diversif y itself ; 
and though al l waves simultaneously includ e the great ocean, the y 
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are no t on e .  . .  While on e wav e include s th e grea t ocean , al l othe r 
waves als o include th e ocean i n it s entirety. Ther e i s no obstructio n 
whatsoever betwee n them " (Chan g 1971 , 147). 

In such a  philosophy, th e universa l an d particula r an d th e partic -
ular an d ever y othe r particula r wer e sai d t o interpenetrate , ye t 
without an y los s o f th e differenc e betwee n them . "Ever y actua l 
en t i ty / ' i t wa s said , "i s presen t i n ever y othe r actua l entity" ; an d 
"every spatio-tempora l standpoin t mirror s th e world, " fo r a n ato m 
"stretches i n al l .  . .  directions , ye t i t doe s no t mov e fro m it s loca l 
position. S o i t i s fa r an d als o near , stretchin g an d als o remaining " 
(Whitehead 1978 , 20; Chang 1971 , 220; Whitehead 1967 , 91). 

As th e note s jus t abov e mak e obvious , towar d th e en d o f th e 
exposition I  hav e made , I  hav e ru n togethe r passage s fro m Alfre d 
North Whitehea d wit h th e others , take n fro m a  Chinese source . Th e 
Chinese sourc e i s the schoo l o f Buddhis m calle d Flowe r Garland , o r 
Hua-yen, or , i n Japan , Kegon.  I f w e insis t o n litera l precisio n an d 
faithfulness t o the immediat e contex t o f philosophizing, everythin g 
in th e word s o f Whitehea d an d o f thes e Buddhist s shoul d b e con -
strued t o b e different ; an d eve n th e translate d pai r o f words , nou-
menon an d phenomenon,  shoul d b e rejecte d a s suggesting Kantian , 
not Buddhist , philosophy . Betwee n T u Shu n (als o F a Shun) , th e 
first patriarc h an d mos t creativ e thinke r o f th e school , an d White -
head ther e ar e th e geographica l an d cultura l distanc e betwee n Chin a 
and Europe , th e tempora l distanc e o f som e thirtee n hundre d years , 
and th e cultura l distanc e betwee n a  Buddhis t hermi t wh o wa s a 
philosopher-saint an d miracl e worke r an d a  professo r o f applie d 
mathematics, partne r i n th e composition o f Vrincipia Mathematical 
later turne d metaphysician . 

The compariso n I  have mad e i s a  sin agains t context , bu t onl y o n 
the assumptio n tha t th e contex t chose n i s th e mos t conventiona l 
one—China i s no t Europe , a  Chines e Buddhis t i s no t a  Britis h 
mathematician, an d s o on. I  will argu e late r tha t contex t choosin g 
is essential, bu t wha t peopl e mea n b y contex t differ s widely . A t th e 
moment, I  argu e onl y tha t i f w e choos e a  hig h enoug h leve l o f 
abstraction, i t make s sens e t o sa y tha t T u Shu n an d Whitehea d 
were face d b y th e sam e problem , whic h th e Buddhis t construe d a s 
the principl e o f mutua l interpenetration . H e meant , i n hi s ow n 
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words, tha t "on e include s al l an d enter s all , al l include s on e an d 
enters one , on e include s on e an d enter s one , an d al l include s 
all an d enter s air ' (Chan g 1971 , 222). I n m y paraphrase , i t i s tru e 
that everythin g i s the contex t fo r everything , i s relative t o every -
thing, include s everything ; bu t tha t make s n o difference , becaus e 
just a s thing s seem , s o the y are , jus t a s independen t a s the y ar e 
relative. 

It appear s tha t th e proble m o f tota l relativity , whic h i s tha t o f 
context mad e completel y general , ha s bee n faced an d answere d i n 
different time s and places in not dissimilar ways—sometimes, a s in 
Sextus Empiricu s an d Montaigne , wit h merel y skeptica l conclu -
sions, an d sometimes , a s in Chuang-tz u an d Nagarjuna , wit h mys -
tically skeptica l ones . Sometimes, too , th e problem ha s been face d 
as i n th e Flowe r Garlan d Schoo l wit h wha t I  mus t call , withou t 
explaining, positivel y interprete d negation , o r realit y identifie d wit h 
illusion, a s if, t o make a n analogy , th e selfsame coi n had a  reality -
face an d a n illusion-fac e tha t onl y th e enlightene d perso n coul d 
both distinguis h an d recogniz e t o b e th e same . Sometime s i t ha s 
been faced a s in Whitehead , wit h hi s principle of universal relativ -
ity o r interdependence , influenced , I  assume , b y hi s interes t i n 
Einstein's theor y o f relativit y an d aime d a t characterizin g a  cre -
ative, emergent universe . 

These answers , fo r al l thei r metaphysica l boldness , thei r brav e 
show of consistency an d sometimes humor, thei r ardo r and implici t 
tolerance, ar e intractably vagu e when take n ou t o f their local con -
text. Whe n I  sa y this , I  remin d mysel f o f th e si n I  denie d I  ha d 
necessarily committed . W e ge t a n insigh t that , take n ver y gener -
ally, i s arguabl y th e sam e i n it s ver y differen t advocates . Bu t th e 
attempt t o capture the truth o f relativity, whe n taken no t so gener-
ally bu t i n it s loca l detail , show s itsel f t o b e a s subjec t t o time , 
place, an d circumstanc e a s an y othe r philosophica l idea . I f th e 
problem o f contex t o r o f relativit y trouble s us , w e ca n begi n t o 
think abou t i t i n th e spiri t o f thes e pas t thinkers . Thei r hel p wil l 
not, however , absolv e u s fro m doin g ou r ow n intellectua l work , 
with th e assumption s an d distinction s tha t appea r plausibl e t o u s 
now, i n th e ligh t o f ou r knowledg e o f scienc e an d th e histor y o f 
thought. 

71 



THE DILEMMA OF CONTEXT 

I have bee n stretchin g th e ide a o f contex t lik e a  rubbe r ban d t o se e 
if i t woul d break ; bu t i n actua l practice , wha t i s mos t interestin g 
about contex t i s not it s ability t o stretch interminabl y bu t it s powe r 
to variegate , localize , an d individualize . B y awakenin g ou r atten -
tion t o th e web s o f relationshi p tha t qualif y th e existenc e o f every -
thing, i t make s u s mor e sensitiv e t o difference s an d mor e reluctan t 
to thin k o f simila r thing s a s identical . I t doe s no t i n practic e forc e 
us int o extrem e relativism , whic h goe s agains t th e grai n o f mos t o f 
us, no r does it force u s to declare everythin g t o be unique whe n see n 
in context . However , w e hav e see n tha t attentio n t o contex t exert s 
a pul l i n th e directio n o f relativism an d strengthen s th e feelin g tha t 
everything, closel y observed , i s one o f a  kind . 

Whatever th e fina l trut h o f contextualism,  a s I  will cal l th e stres s 
on context , i t make s demand s o n ou r power s o f observatio n an d 
rewards u s wit h subtlet y o f vision . Ther e is , however , a  mor e ab -
stract wa y o f reducin g th e importanc e o f identit y an d increasin g 
that o f difference , th e wa y know n historicall y a s nominalism . Be -
cause o f thi s functiona l resemblance , I  woul d lik e t o spen d a  mo -
ment explorin g nominalis m an d it s opposite , realism , an d relatin g 
them t o th e proble m o f identit y an d differenc e a s contextualis m 
raises it . 

I use th e term s nominalism  an d realism  i n thei r historicall y dom -
inant, medieva l sens e (Graci a 1984 , 58) . Nominalism , a s we know , 
asserts tha t everythin g tha t trul y exist s i s particula r o r individual . 
It therefor e denie s th e tru e existenc e o f th e genera l concepts , suc h 
as humanit y an d justice , tha t Plat o calle d Ideas  o r Forms  an d tha t 
we cal l universals.  Realism , o f course , make s th e opposit e assertio n 
and opposit e denial . I t assert s tha t everythin g tha t trul y exist s i s a 
general concept , a n Idea , Form , o r universa l an d denie s tha t any -
thing a t al l exist s a s an individual , excep t i n appearance . 

The distinctio n betwee n nominalis m an d realis m ha s take n suc h 
a hol d o n philosoph y tha t i t has , I  assume, a  strong basi s i n experi -
ence. State d crudely : Fo r realism , i t i s th e endles s lesso n tha t w e 
can liv e onl y i f w e lear n t o classif y thing s i n standar d way s a s 
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necessary, desirable , an d dangerous—somethin g tha t ca n b e don e 
to good effec t onl y i f we give things general name s an d lear n stan -
dard reaction s t o eac h suc h name , a s i f everythin g wit h th e sam e 
class-name were identical . Thi s basis in experience i s strengthened 
by wha t w e usuall y lear n o f science . Biolog y no w teache s tha t a 
living bod y i s rule d i n for m an d functio n b y th e structur e o f it s 
genes; physic s ha s lon g taugh t tha t it s equation s rul e natur e wit h 
inescapable precision ; an d mathematic s ha s alway s taught tha t it s 
abstract structure s ar e truth s tha t perhap s rul e th e whol e o f exis -
tence. Al l o f thes e practica l an d theoretica l lesson s ar e reinforce d 
by th e passio n o f certai n thinkers , notabl y mathematicians , fo r 
abstract though t an d ar e summe d u p metaphysicall y i n realis m 
(Davis and Hersh 1981 , 318-22, 378-79). 

The basi s i n experienc e fo r nominalis m mus t b e th e repeate d 
lesson tha t individua l huma n being s reac t ver y differently , tha t 
appearances deceive, an d tha t generalization s ar e more likely to be 
inadequate rule s o f thum b tha n truth s alway s t o b e honore d an d 
obeyed. 

Temperament als o plays a role in the choice between nominalis m 
and realism. The person who is especially awar e of the finer detail s 
of experience , wh o take s a n estheti c pleasur e i n nuance , leans , i t 
can b e supposed, towar d nominalism . Th e nature o f true nominal -
ists is to decentralize experience , democratiz e it , an d make light of 
its constancy , whil e th e natur e o f tru e realist s i s to cente r experi -
ence, endo w it s hierarchie s wit h ontologica l authority , an d mak e 
as much a s possible of its constancy. 

As everyone knows , the debate between nominalis m an d realis m 
is on e o f th e endurin g theme s o f th e histor y o f philosophy . Bot h 
positions hav e prove d difficult . Aristotle , wh o alon g wit h Plat o 
began th e classi c debate , wa s almos t alway s a  firm  bu t moderat e 
realist. T o him, i t was the form o f things that allowe d th e intellec t 
to gras p the m fo r wha t the y were . Thei r individua l peculiaritie s 
were known not by the intellect, h e said, bu t by perception. Unlik e 
Plato, Aristotl e refuse d t o believ e tha t th e individual' s essence , 
form, o r nature existed separately (excep t in the case of "the activ e 
reason"). H e took i t t o b e a  fact tha t a n individua l thin g coul d b e 
grasped, wit h al l it s peculiarities, a s a whole; but h e had no devel-
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oped, consisten t explanatio n o f ho w thi s coul d occu r (Ros s 1949 , 
169; Edel 1982 , 124-49) . Hi s realism an d hi s difficulty i n accountin g 
for th e individua l wer e inherite d an d elaborate d b y hi s medieva l 
students (Adam s 1982 , 422-29) . 

Doctrines simila r t o thos e o f Europea n realis m an d nominalis m 
were invente d i n India , an d a  difficult y aros e lik e tha t i n Europe . 
The philosopher s wh o mos t nearl y approximate d th e realist s wer e 
the Nyaya-Vaisheshika,  th e schoo l o f Logicians  and  Individuators, 
created b y merge r i n th e elevent h century . Fro m th e standpoin t o f 
the controvers y w e ar e exploring , thei r opponent s wer e th e Bud -
dhists, wh o wer e lik e th e nominalist s i n insistin g tha t al l genera l 
conceptions wer e onl y word s or name s impose d b y th e huma n min d 
on collection s o f particulars (Shastr i 1964 , chap. 9) . 

The Nyaya-Vaisheshika  believe d i n universals , o r samanya —the 
word refer s t o sameness , commonness , o r generality . Th e vie w o f 
the schoo l wa s tha t universal s existe d independentl y o f though t 
and o f individuals . T o them , universal s wer e unitar y (i n principle , 
unanalyzably simple) , wer e eterna l (neithe r produce d no r de -
stroyed), wer e inheren t i n mor e tha n on e individual , an d wer e 
nested i n on e anothe r accordin g t o th e degre e o f thei r importance . 
They hel d tha t ther e wa s onl y on e basi c universa l fo r eac h distinc t 
kind o f thing , suc h a s on e pothoo d fo r al l pot s o r on e manhoo d fo r 
all men , th e universa l inherin g i n th e individua l thing s an d reveal -
ing the m fo r wha t the y were . Ever y universa l wa s though t t o exis t 
everywhere a t al l time s bu t t o manifes t itsel f onl y i n individuals , 
such a s pot s o r men , whic h wer e th e universal e 'home ' a s lon g a s 
they continue d i n existenc e (Chatterje e 1950 , 165-68 ; Frauwallne r 
i973> 101 , 175-76;  Keit h 1921 , 192-98 ; Matila l 1971 , 71-77 ; Matila l 
1986, chap. 12 ; Potter 1977 , 133-42 ; Prasastapada 1957 , 419-21; Sinh a 
1956, 321-33) -

Interestingly enough , i n bot h Indi a an d Europ e a  similar attemp t 
was mad e t o explai n ho w i t wa s tha t thing s o f th e sam e kin d wer e 
also different , tha t i s to say , individual . Th e attemp t require d wha t 
may b e calle d individuators,  whic h wer e assume d t o constitut e a n 
individual whe n joine d wit h tha t individual' s universal , essence , o r 
form. I  sa y "joine d with, " bu t th e questio n o f ho w individuator s 

74 



CONTEXTUAL DILEMMAS AND LIMITATIONS 

and universal s were related an d whether thi s relation wa s properly 
a relation a t al l was a troublesome subtlety . 

The Europea n exponen t o f individuator s wa s John Dun s Scotu s 
(c. 1265-1308) . H e argue d tha t th e numerica l unit y o f particula r 
things wa s o f a  highe r degre e o f perfectio n tha n thei r unit y b y 
means o f a  commo n natur e o r universal . B y th e convention s o f 
medieval thought , a  higher degree of perfection wa s a higher degree 
of existence an d coul d no t b e derived fro m a  lower one or a  combi-
nation o f lower ones . Therefore, fro m Scotus' s point o f view, ther e 
had t o b e individuating principle s with a n existenc e o f thei r own . 
Whatever i t was that cause d thing s to be individual ha d t o be itself 
distinct an d determinate , h e said ; an d h e found n o other principl e 
from which t o derive it (Adam s 1982 , 411-12). Scotus was sure tha t 
the individuating principle , th e thisness  or haecceitas, coul d no t b e 
the sam e a s th e universa l becaus e th e humanit y i n Socrate s an d 
Plato was , a s humanity , withou t an y difference . Ho w coul d thi s 
undivided humanit y exis t i n numericall y distinc t thing s an d itsel f 
remain one ? As one, ho w coul d i t full y an d completel y pertai n t o 
each of several distinctly different things ? His answer was that ther e 
had t o b e individuators—principle s o f thisness  or , i n a  difficul t 
plural, thisnesses  that made the nature of anything numerically one 
and particular . Therefor e th e realit y o f a  real , particula r existin g 
thing wa s neithe r simpl y universa l no r simply particular . T o make 
a fine  distinction , th e universa l wa s completel y universa l onl y in -
sofar a s it existed in the intellect a s an object o f thought, bu t not as 
it existe d i n reality a s the constituent o f the particular thing . Like-
wise, th e difference that , s o to speak, contracte d th e universal an d 
made i t a  singl e thin g existe d onl y i n a  secondar y sense , a s a 
constituent o f the whole . Universa l an d differenc e were , a s Scotus 
maintained, neithe r distinc t rea l thing s no r th e object s o f distinc t 
concepts. Thei r distinctio n wa s o f th e specia l sor t tha t i n n o wa y 
lessened th e unit y o f wha t wa s on e an d th e sam e thin g (Adam s 
1982, 411-22) . 

In India , th e individuatin g principl e was called th e vishesha,  o r 
that whic h excludes , meanin g tha t whic h b y exclusio n make s 
something separate , particular , o r individual . Thi s i s the principl e 
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that explain s ou r abilit y t o poin t a t something , sa y "Here! " an d 
identify i t a s itsel f an d nothin g else , a  hereness  t o matc h Scotus' s 
thisness. 

The argumen t t o sho w wh y a n individuato r wa s necessar y wen t 
roughly thi s way : Ordinarily , w e distinguis h simila r things , suc h a s 
pots, b y comparin g thei r make-up , tha t is , thei r componen t part s o r 
aspects; bu t w e canno t continu e thi s process indefinitely becaus e i n 
the en d w e arriv e a t basi c substances , suc h a s atoms , whic h ar e 
assumed t o be indivisible (t o evade th e parado x o f infinite divisibil -
ity int o nothing) . Bein g indivisible , atom s o f an y on e kind , water , 
for example , shar e th e sam e universal , hav e n o parts , an d suffe r n o 
changes a s th e resul t o f externa l influence . I f so , the y ar e al l iden -
tical. Bu t thi s creates a  difficulty becaus e i f they ar e identical , ther e 
is n o reaso n fo r an y on e o f the m t o b e i n on e positio n rathe r tha n 
another; an d s o the y wil l no t remai n separat e bu t joi n i n a n indis -
tinguishable mass . The only thin g tha t ca n preven t eac h atom' s los s 
of individua l identit y i s a n indwellin g principl e o f exclusio n o r 
individuality. Then , beginnin g wit h individualit y i n th e smalles t o f 
things, whic h i s the effec t o f the ultimat e individuator , w e ar e abl e 
to understand individualit y i n everything larger—whateve r i s mad e 
of individual s i s itsel f individual . T o thi s reasoning , a  yog i wa s 
supposed t o be abl e t o ad d th e direc t evidenc e o f vision, penetratin g 
enough t o see a n ato m a s a  bare individual . 

Later Nyaya-Vaisheshika  philosopher s mad e variou s adjustment s 
in thei r doctrine . The y als o argue d tha t individuator s di d no t nee d 
individuators o f thei r ow n becaus e i f the y did , th e individuator s o f 
the individuator s woul d nee d individuator s too , leadin g t o a n ab -
surd infinit e regress . 

Is al l thi s tal k o f individuator s a  typica l philosophers ' solutio n o f 
an artificia l proble m b y a n artificia l answer ? I  hav e trie d t o pla y 
fair wit h th e individuatin g philosophers , bu t i t i s eas y t o los e pa -
tience wit h them . Whil e thei r argumen t wa s sometime s minutel y 
detailed, the y di d no t see m t o wan t t o spen d an y effor t i n indivi -
dualizing b y mean s o f context . Ho w ofte n ca n suc h abstrac t an d 
abstracted person s lowe r thei r eye s t o se e th e worl d o f comple x 
actual relationships ? S o w e ma y think ; bu t intellectua l histor y i s 
full o f surprises . Arbitrar y a s th e ide a o f th e vishesha  ma y seem , 
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contemporary physic s proclaims the importanc e o f a  principle tha t 
resembles i t and , b y implication , th e thisness  a s well . Wha t thi s 
means i s that i f we ignore context , th e reasonin g use d t o establis h 
the existence of the Hindu individuator i s like the reasoning used to 
establish Pauli' s exclusion principle , whic h explain s why th e elec -
trons o f a  heav y atom , al l o f the m th e same , d o no t al l ente r th e 
same orbit or state of energy. I f they did, the atom would be unable 
to maintain it s complex an d orderly structure an d would suffe r th e 
same fate a s a Hindu atom without it s individuator . 

Both i n Europ e an d i n India , th e notio n o f the individuato r wa s 
criticized a s useless . Fo r example , Francisc o Suare z (1548-1617 ) 
argued that i t was enough to assume that th e composite of form an d 
matter becam e individual b y means of its very union, i n which th e 
form o r universa l wa s bot h th e mai n an d th e sufficien t principl e 
(Trentman 1982 , 823-24). In India, Raghunatha Shiromani (c . 1475-
1550), reasoning similarly, aske d the obvious question: I f individua-
tors d o no t nee d individuator s t o distinguis h them , wh y canno t 
atoms b e distinguishabl e fro m on e anothe r withou t th e hel p o f 
individuators? A s for th e testimon y o f yogis, h e aske d ironicall y i f 
they would tak e an oath o n their abilit y t o see the ultimate indivi -
duators (Potte r 1957 , 43; Sinha 1956 , 338). 

I have no t trie d t o ente r deepl y int o th e Europea n o r th e India n 
debate, i n bot h o f whic h hair s wer e spli t wit h microsurgica l deli -
cacy an d grea t persistenc e (Adam s 1982 ; Booth 1983 ; Gracia 1984 ; 
Matilal 1986) . However , sharpnes s i s not enough , an d th e philoso -
phers canno t b e sai d t o hav e solve d th e proble m o f samenes s an d 
difference, whic h continue s t o b e argue d a s if , lik e philosophers ' 
atoms, it is eternal. 

I find  i t i s interestin g tha t i n a  vigorous , comprehensiv e study , 
David Armstrong recently identified himsel f with the " 'grea t tradi -
tion* of Realisti c though t abou t universals " founde d b y Aristotle . 
He consider s Dun s Scotu s t o b e a  centra l figure  o f th e schoo l an d 
thinks tha t Scotus' s position , tha t ther e i s a merely forma l an d ye t 
real enough distinction betwee n a  particular thing' s thisness  an d it s 
forms, i s the mos t satisfactor y tha t ca n b e found. H e adds tha t hi s 
Western provincialis m suffere d a  shoc k lat e i n th e compositio n o f 
his book , whe n h e discovere d tha t th e Nyaya-Vaisheshika  hel d a 
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similar view ; an d h e agree s wit h the m tha t particularit y an d uni -
versality ar e inseparabl e bu t no t reducibl e t o on e anothe r (Arm -
strong 1978 , 109 , i n ) . 

Despite al l th e difference s i n context , a  contemporar y philoso -
pher, a n Australia n a s i t happens , ca n fee l a  basi c kinshi p wit h a 
medieval Europea n philosophe r an d a  school o f Hindu philosophers . 
This i s still anothe r instanc e o f the samenes s o r identity , o n th e on e 
hand, an d th e difference , o n th e other , tha t w e hav e bee n wrestlin g 
with inconclusively . Remembe r th e sam e (o r arguabl y different ) 
laxity show n b y America n India n an d Hind u parent s an d th e sam e 
(or different ) 'dissembling * o f America n Indian s an d Hindus , an d 
the likenes s (o r difference ) betwee n th e Hu a Ye n Buddhist s an d 
Whitehead. Ho w doe s on e decid e whethe r suc h resemblance s ar e 
real o r not ? Ou r answe r i n thi s instanc e to o ca n be : context—bu t 
not mainl y th e contex t o f th e culture s involve d bu t o f th e proces s 
by whic h i t i s decide d wha t kin d o f answe r t o give . However , th e 
discussion o f this aspec t o f the contextua l proble m mus t wait . 

I leav e th e issu e o f realis m an d nominalism , whic h quickl y turn s 
into th e mos t technica l kin d o f philosophy , an d g o bac k t o a  mor e 
empirical level , withi n callin g distanc e o f commo n sense . O n thi s 
level, th e proble m a s I  se e i t i s tha t o f th e identica l o r absolute , 
which i n a  sense escapes or stills context, i n contras t t o the differen t 
or individual , whic h i n a  sens e create s an d i s created b y a  variabl e 
context. I n dealin g wit h th e problem , I  remai n conspicuousl y re -
mote fro m curren t analytica l discussion s o f "naming an d necessity " 
(Kripke 1982) , ' 'identit y an d essence " (Brod y 1980) , "samenes s an d 
identity" (Wiggin s 1980) , an d "natura l kinds " (Putna m 1981) . I n 
praise o f suc h discussions , a  recen t boo k says , "I f analytica l philos -
ophy ha s one grea t glor y t o it s name, i t mus t b e the traditio n whic h 
goes fro m Freg e throug h Russell , t o moder n writer s suc h a s Sau l 
Kripke an d th e lat e Garet h Evans , an d whic h wrestle s wit h th e 
problems of classifying an d understandin g th e various ways we hav e 
of referring t o th e worl d aroun d us " (Blackbur n 1984 , 302) . I  do no t 
want t o disput e thes e words , bu t th e philosoph y referre d t o i s con -
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ceived in a  different, mor e technica l spiri t tha n min e an d i s meant 
to have a different effect . 

The ability t o grasp the identica l give s the human min d muc h of 
its power . Despit e th e incompletenes s tha t Gode l showed , an d de-
spite a certain randomness in number theory (Chaiti n 1988) , which 
disturb old , no w clearl y exaggerate d ideals , mathematic s surel y 
comes first  i n th e dept h an d rigo r o f it s gras p o f identity ; an d 
physics, althoug h i t get s crucial a d hoc repairs , surely follows. No t 
only doe s physics expres s itsel f i n mathematica l formulas , bu t th e 
basic objects i t postulates ar e quite unlike the objects we sense and 
obey rule s tha t ar e no t encountere d i n ordinar y experience . I n 
defiance o f ou r everyda y knowledg e o f physica l objects , physic s 
currently assumes that particles of a given kind are all identical; or, 
if the particles are affected b y the field they are in or by the state of 
their decay , the y ar e identica l wit h al l other s o f thei r kin d i n th e 
same field or state of decay. ( A restriction o n what I  have just said 
is suggested b y the abilit y t o recover th e previous from th e presen t 
condition of an assembly of atoms—an atomi c memory, so to speak 
[Brewer and Hahn 1984]) . 

The theorie s o f mathematic s an d physic s ar e sufficientl y stron g 
and unifor m t o mak e everythin g i n thei r domain s subjec t t o th e 
same assumption s an d rules , s o that everythin g i n the m i s exactl y 
comparable, a t leas t i n principle . Th e word s in  principle  mus t b e 
understood t o b e quit e accommodatin g becaus e the y cove r man y 
difficulties, includin g those of fitting  togethe r relativity wit h quan -
tum theory. Yet it is not an intolerable exaggeration to say that th e 
assumptions an d rule s o f th e tw o domain s ar e theoretica l contex t 
enough for anything that takes place in them . 

The exaggeration tha t i s tolerable for pure mathematics an d the -
oretical physic s is harder t o maintain fo r applie d mathematic s an d 
experimental physics , int o whic h th e vagarie s an d doubt s o f th e 
more-than-abstract worl d intrud e themselves . I n biology and in th e 
cultural superstructur e tha t w e erect abov e it, nothing is genuinely 
identical wit h anythin g else . Leibniz , wh o was a  logician bu t wh o 
saw a  worl d everywher e aliv e wit h individuals , too k not e tha t 
doubters wer e unabl e t o find a  lea f identica l wit h an y othe r an d 
that eve n drop s of water o r milk whe n viewe d unde r a  microscop e 
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were differen t (Leibni z 1956) . I n furthe r confirmatio n o f hi s view , 
all snowflakes , thoug h hexagona l crystals , loo k differen t fro m on e 
another. Identica l twins , too , ar e see n t o b e distinctl y differen t 
when examine d wit h care , fo r eve n th e sam e gene s ar e no t enoug h 
to caus e ful l identit y i n tw o separat e organism s (Cassil l 1984 , 44 -
45). 

Think o f th e individua l huma n being . Hi s appearance , structure , 
history, an d memor y mak e hi m th e sam e individua l ove r time . Ye t 
he als o change s fro m wha t h e was , i s no t th e sam e a s h e wil l be , 
and contain s different , no t easil y intelligibl e deviation s fro m th e 
image tha t h e an d other s hol d o f him ; an d unde r stres s h e may , s o 
to speak , disintegrate . H e i s bette r integrate d tha n a  colon y o f 
human being s o r perhap s eve n a  colon y o f ants , al l o f whic h are , 
like himself , develope d fro m a  single fertilized eg g or female. Ye t h e 
can b e a t odd s with himself , o r ac t o n a  motive h e i s unconscious o f 
or consciousl y oppose d to—person s wit h so-calle d spli t brain s ma y 
obey order s o f whic h the y ar e no t consciou s an d us e thei r con -
sciously motivate d han d t o sto p th e activit y o f th e other . T o us e a 
medical analogy , a  person ma y suffe r fro m a n autoimmun e disease , 
in whic h h e i s identifie d i n on e sens e o r functio n a s himsel f an d i n 
another a s alie n t o himself , fo r whic h reaso n he , o r som e functio n 
of himself , attack s himsel f (Cohe n 1988) . Ever y perso n constitute s 
within himsel f a n intricat e environmen t fo r hi s partiall y indepen -
dent organ s an d function s an d what , fo r wan t o f a  bette r word , I 
call hi s psychological fractions ; an d s o he contains somethin g o f th e 
illimitable dept h o f contex t w e hav e discovere d i n th e worl d out -
side. 

Furthermore, i f w e judg e b y hig h standards , th e individualit y o f 
any on e o f u s canno t b e pu t int o a n exact , sufficientl y varie d 
generalization, o r give n a  brief , coherent , sufficientl y varie d de -
scription, s o tha t th e logica l tautolog y tha t say s tha t a  perso n i s 
identical wit h himsel f i s misleading i f take n t o mea n tha t a  perso n 
can b e summe d u p o r hi s response s predicte d o n th e basi s o f th e 
tautology an d wha t i s known o r suppose d o f him . A n individua l i n 
fact i s fa r dense r tha n th e individualit y posite d b y eve n th e mos t 
complex theor y o f personality . No t onl y i s h e incommensurabl e a s 
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a whole , b y whic h I  mea n no t exactl y translatabl e int o a  rear -
ranged collectio n o f trait s identica l wit h thos e o f anyon e else , bu t 
he canno t b e explained a s simply th e emergen t resul t o f a  uniqu e 
configuration o f structures identica l with thos e that mak e up other 
individuals. O n minut e examinatio n h e prove s t o b e idiosyncrati c 
and idiosyncraticall y idiosyncratic . Hi s ver y illnesse s tak e a  for m 
not exactly like those of anyone else. 

As immunologists hav e discovered , ever y cel l i n th e bod y distin -
guishes between cell s that d o and do no t belon g t o tha t individua l 
and reject s alie n cell s o r materials , muc h a s ant s rejec t ant s fro m 
other nests and clean out alien materials. The mark of an individua l 
human's cells is a thisness  or vishesha,  a  cellular or molecular laye r 
with a n extraordinar y immunologica l adaptiveness . The molecule s 
and cell s o f th e immun e syste m "recogniz e a n almos t limitles s 
variety o f foreig n cell s an d substances , distinguishin g the m fro m 
those activ e i n th e bod y itself . Whe n a  pathoge n enter s th e body , 
they detec t i t an d immobiliz e an d eliminat e it . The y 'remember * 
each infection , s o a second exposur e t o th e same organism i s deal t 
with more efficiently" (Tonegaw a 1985 , 104). 

As suggested fo r th e cell s of the immun e system , learnin g i s in a 
sense possible t o other individua l cells , which see m t o have a  kin d 
of memory, s o that eac h ma y embod y it s unique history , a  compo-
nent o f th e whol e histor y o f th e uniqu e individua l o f whic h the y 
are a  part . Ther e ar e researchers wh o clai m tha t cell s hav e "som e 
sort of central nervou s system, som e sort o f information processin g 
system" an d tha t eve n "th e smalles t fragmen t o f cytoplas m store s 
information abou t motio n an d abou t othe r cellula r functions. " I n 
experiment, a n individua l cel l face d wit h alternativ e pathway s 
reacts i n a  wa y tha t appear s intelligen t t o th e eye , b y probin g 
alternatives before i t commits itself to one pathway or another (The 
Cell, 42, 51). 

Experimenters also propose that the histocompatibility genes give 
each individua l a  characteristi c odor . Thi s ha s apparentl y bee n 
established fo r mice , whos e sense of smell i s keener tha n ours ; bu t 
there is no a priori reason why such individuality of odor should no t 
hold tru e fo r huma n being s a s well . Becaus e th e recognitio n o f 
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individual odo r i n mic e ha s a  geneti c basis , i t ma y b e a  facto r i n 
their choic e o f mates , perhap s b y causin g the m t o favo r thos e fro m 
dissimilar geneti c strain s (Beauchamp , Yamazaki , an d Boys e 1985) . 

If th e cell s o f th e bod y ar e individua l i n natur e an d i f the y hav e 
something lik e memories , thi s migh t als o b e tru e o f independen t 
organisms a s simpl e a s bacteria . I n fact , th e biochemis t Danie l 
Koshland contend s tha t bacteri a 'learn, ' tha t is , acquir e an d con -
tinue t o sho w characteristic s o f thei r own , s o tha t the y to o ar e 
individuals (Pietsc h 1983) . 

Briefly, i t appear s tha t everythin g biological , fro m huma n bein g 
or othe r comple x organis m t o single cel l an d bacterium , i s differen t 
from ever y other , an d profoundl y differen t i n thi s differentiatio n 
from th e atomi c an d subatomi c particle s tha t mak e i t up . 

Yet individualit y mus t hav e a  limit . Otherwise , a t th e extreme , 
there woul d b e nothin g a t al l lik e anythin g else ; an d everythin g 
would b e a  chao s o f incomparabl e something s o r nothings—ho w 
could th e differenc e b e mad e out ? Thi s chao s o f utte r individual s i s 
unthinkable—concepts ar e helples s wit h it , an d s o i s imagination . 
We ca n tr y t o imagin e th e chao s a s dense fo g o r tota l darkness ; bu t 
dense fo g i s composed o f simila r droplet s o f wate r an d ha s qualitie s 
that ca n b e perceived , whil e tota l darknes s leave s possibilitie s fo r 
senses othe r tha n th e eyes , elicit s reaction s fro m th e visua l appa -
ratus afte r a  short while , an d i s more o r less the same fo r everybody . 
If, nevertheless , w e tr y t o imagine huma n being s living i n th e mids t 
of th e chaos , w e se e tha t i t vanishe s int o litera l incomprehensibil -
ity. Th e imagine d huma n beings—wh o are , w e assume , perfectl y 
different fro m on e another , differen t i n ever y perception , thought , 
emotion, an d action—woul d b e unabl e t o shar e an y experienc e o r 
any meaning . I f al l person s an d al l object s o f though t were , a s 
assumed, perfectl y unique , th e ver y attemp t t o describ e the m a s 
such would necessaril y fai l becaus e i t would b e addressed t o person s 
who could appreciat e th e uniquenes s onl y o n th e basi s of their own , 
completely different , perfectl y uniqu e experience ; an d everythin g 
being totall y different , nothin g coul d b e explaine d t o b e differen t 
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because ever y compariso n rest s o n th e possibilit y o f likeness — 
whoever point s ou t tha t thing s d o no t resembl e on e anothe r mus t 
have in mind what thei r resemblance would be if they did resembl e 
one another , an d h e canno t hav e thi s i n min d i f resemblanc e i s 
something h e neithe r experience s no r i s fit  t o experience . Wors e 
still, perfectl y uniqu e persons , wit h unique , inaccessibl e minds , 
would b e unable t o talk t o anyone , an d no t havin g anyon e t o tal k 
to an d lear n from , woul d b e unabl e t o lear n an y language , an d 
being withou t th e mean s b y which t o lear n language , the y woul d 
be unabl e t o tal k eve n t o themselves ; an d i f each o f the object s o f 
their though t wer e unique, i t i s doubtful i f they could form genera l 
concepts; an d i f the y coul d no t for m them , i t i s not clea r i n wha t 
sense the y coul d think ; an d i f th e object s o f thei r perceptio n wer e 
each unique , i t i s doubtfu l i f the y coul d lear n anythin g becaus e 
learning requires generalization fro m experience ; an d i f they coul d 
not learn anything , i t is doubtful i f their perception could mak e out 
anything in the way that huma n being s must in order to survive. 

This sketch o f the difficulty i n comprehending tru e uniqueness i s 
a magnificatio n o f the kin d o f difficulty tha t Aristotelian s face d i n 
establishing i n wha t sense , i f any , Go d coul d b e sai d t o kno w th e 
uniqueness o f individua l object s o f though t o r t o kno w matte r a s 
such, th e absolut e potentialit y t o receiv e Form , totall y devoi d o f 
any For m o f it s own . I t i s no t onl y tha t Go d lacke d sense s wit h 
which t o perceive bu t tha t h e was conceived t o know b y means of 
pure intellect , th e object s o f which wer e necessaril y Form s and , i t 
would seem , Form s alone. Those who, lik e the Hindus , believe d i n 
'supernormal' perceptio n ha d thei r answers , th e intellectua l basi s 
for which migh t be that o f the Nyaya-Vaisheshika o r a belief in th e 
essential an d immateria l unit y o f everything, which kne w itself fo r 
what i t was as soon as the apparent individua l saw through the veil 
that obscure d understandin g (Sinh a 1958 , chap . 17) . Bu t suc h a 
belief, like the medieval belie f in the miraculous knowledge of God, 
exacted a  high intellectual price . 

It seem s tha t reaso n reject s an d canno t eve n conceiv e th e ex -
treme of individuality i n whic h nothin g i s the same in an y way a s 
anything else . Therefor e th e individualit y tha t w e find  i n every -
thing beyon d mathematic s an d physic s canno t lea d t o th e conclu -
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sion tha t th e worl d lack s o r ca n b e graspe d withou t generality , 
similarity, an d identity . I f ther e wer e n o pervasiv e line s o f similar -
ity o r identity runnin g throug h existence , nothin g coul d b e though t 
of an d nothin g done . Th e statu s o f identit y i s central , w e know , t o 
the debat e betwee n th e nominalist s an d realists ; bu t identit y mus t 
be a t leas t thinkabl e an d referabl e t o the physica l worl d becaus e w e 
cannot eithe r understan d o r measure similarit y withou t it . 

Physics depends o n identitie s fo r it s existence a s a  science; an d t o 
the exten t tha t physic s hold s true , thes e identitie s constitut e ou r 
being—whether w e conceiv e o f th e worl d reductively , fro m th e 
bottom up , o r thin k o f i t fro m th e to p down , a s i n a  philosoph y o f 
emergence, w e hav e discovere d tha t w e ar e compose d o f leptons , 
quarks, an d gluons , o r of 'strings ' or whatever els e i s really ultimat e 
in the structure of the universe . W e are also expressions or example s 
of th e functionin g o f th e law s o f physics , whic h w e us e i n th e 
scientific attemp t t o explai n th e individual . T o retur n t o a n ex -
ample alread y given , althoug h th e cell s o f ou r bod y ar e biochemi -
cally identifie d wit h ou r individua l selves , thei r rejectio n o f alie n 
cells i s explaine d b y electrochemica l principles , whic h appl y equall y 
to al l o f them . Whe n th e immun e syste m mobilize s itsel f t o defen d 
the body , th e critica l even t i s "th e recognitio n o f th e chemica l 
markers tha t distinguis h sel f fro m non-self . I n genera l al l th e mole -
cules o f a  give n protei n mad e b y a n individua l ar e absolutel y iden -
tical. .  .  .  Th e recognitio n protein s o f th e immun e system , i n con -
trast, com e i n millions or perhaps billions of slightly different forms . 
The difference s enabl e eac h molecul e t o recogniz e a  specifi c targe t 
pattern. .  .  .  Th e mos t familia r o f th e recognitio n protein s ar e th e 
antibodies. . . . I t turn s ou t tha t th e vas t numbe r o f antibodie s ar e 
made b y reshufflin g a  muc h smalle r se t o f gen e fragments " (Tone -
gawa 1985 , 104-5) . An d s o th e explanatio n continues , beyon d ou r 
ability t o follow i t here . 

Everything considered , i t mus t b e tru e tha t differenc e o r individ -
uality, whethe r o r no t establishe d b y context , i s limited . I t mus t 
also be true tha t th e concept s of similarity an d identit y ar e essentia l 
to thought , includin g th e though t o f thei r opposites ; tha t similarit y 
and identity , whateve r thei r exac t metaphysica l status , character -
ize natur e a t ever y level ; an d tha t comparison s ca n therefor e b e 
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made an d assumed  t o b e possibl y adequat e fo r th e us e t o whic h 
they are put . 

If thi s i s so , i t shoul d b e legitimat e a t time s t o thin k awa y o r 
abstract fro m whatever , i n though t o r reality , distinguishe s an y 
particular thin g a s a  uniqu e individual . I  do no t mea n t o conten d 
that a n objec t o f thought shoul d b e removed fro m al l contexts . O n 
the contrary , whe n a  comparison i s tentatively made , i t i s equiva-
lent to an experiment i n thought an d must always be made in some 
context, i f only the one that expresses the purpose of the thinker . 

Consider laborator y experiment s i n th e ligh t o f th e experimen -
ters' purposes. Th e experiments ow e much o f their difficulty t o th e 
need to force thing s out o f their immediat e contexts . Not only does 
the laboratory apparatu s often refus e t o function a s the experimen t 
requires, but often th e living subjects do not yield t o the attempt t o 
force the m ou t o f th e natura l patter n o f thei r lives . Laborator y 
experimenters use d t o complai n tha t ethologist s wer e anthropo -
morphic an d imprecise , whil e th e ethologist s complaine d tha t th e 
experimenters wer e subjectin g animal s t o huma n preconception s 
and not allowin g the m t o express their own natures , t o which the y 
quickly reverted , sometime s i n th e laborator y itself . A n isolating , 
laboratory approach led to the view that birds were mechanical an d 
stupid. Ther e were a t leas t tw o important reason s for the view: th e 
first wa s tha t the y lacke d a  develope d cerebra l cortex , whic h i n 
primates was associated with intelligence ; an d the second was tha t 
in certai n test s the y responde d automaticall y i n a  wa y tha t wa s 
harmful t o them. Bu t then i t wa s discovered tha t th e birds ' abilit y 
to lear n wa s primaril y locate d no t i n th e cerebra l corte x bu t i n 
another anatomica l area , th e hyperstriatum , an d tha t som e birds , 
such a s crows, were extraordinarily adaptabl e and , b y that widel y 
accepted criterion , intelligen t (Stettne r an d Matyniak 1968 ; Burton 
1985, 52-57 ; Thorp e 1974 , 190-91 , 288-89 , 299-300) . B y now , th e 
experimenters an d ethologist s hav e reache d a  fruitfu l modus  Vi-
vendi an d ar e sometime s joine d i n th e sam e person . Animal s ar e 
still take n ou t o f thei r natura l context s fo r experiments , bu t ther e 
are also experiments performe d i n th e wild , an d observation i n th e 
wild i s much mor e careful , i n par t becaus e o f the criticism s o f th e 
experimentalists. There is also much more awareness of an animal' s 
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particular nature . Typically , ethologists , wh o mak e prolonge d ob -
servations o f th e sam e smal l grou p o f animals , giv e eac h on e a n 
individual nam e an d lear n t o reac t t o i t a s a n individual ; but , lik e 
all othe r scientists , the y ar e i n constan t pursui t o f generalizations . 
Context i s a s contex t does . Th e expressio n o f a  kin d o f relativity , 
context a s w e thin k o f i t i s itsel f relativ e t o wha t i t i s meant t o d o 
intellectually. Contex t i s cu t awa y an d i s restore d fo r many , ofte n 
conflicting, purposes ; bu t circumstance s lik e thos e i n th e exampl e I 
have give n ma y forc e bot h cutter s an d restorer s int o a  compromis e 
and lea d t o a  new, mor e precis e an d usefu l context . 

O u r pat h ha s le d u s fro m th e singl e contex t t o indefinitel y man y 
contexts, t o tota l relativity , t o nominalis m an d realism , t o th e 
identical an d th e different , an d t o individualit y an d it s necessar y 
limitation. Th e contes t betwee n th e extreme s ha s le d no t t o th e 
victory o f an y o f the m bu t t o th e vie w tha t eac h i s a  membe r o f a 
mutually necessar y an d complementar y pair . I  propose t o tes t thi s 
way o f seein g extreme s b y returnin g t o relativism . I  hope t o show , 
first, tha t emphasi s o n contex t ca n moderat e relativis m b y turnin g 
it i n a n empirica l direction , an d the n t o show tha t it , too , i s one o f 
a pai r o f mutually necessar y concepts . 

Everything, w e hav e said , ha s it s context , whic h ha s it s context , 
and s o on , a d infinitum . Thi s regres s i s i n practic e benig n rathe r 
than alarmin g becaus e onl y a  madma n woul d pursu e i t fo r long . 
The deman d t o kno w contex t alway s run s u p agains t th e nee d t o 
stop a t som e practica l limit . Relativis m enter s int o a  mor e genera l 
form o f th e sam e regress , i n whic h som e on e thin g i s show n t o b e 
relative, an d th e relativ e thin g show n t o b e relativ e t o somethin g 
else, i n a  theoreticall y endles s process . Bu t th e applicatio n o f th e 
doctrine limit s it s possibl e endlessness , a s w e se e i n th e relativis m 
of th e anthropologists . Th e theoretica l problem , however , i s mor e 
obstinate becaus e th e regress , th e los s o f an y logicall y defensibl e 
limit, stem s directl y fro m th e centra l argumen t o f th e relativists . 
Put simply , th e argumen t i s tha t differen t ideals , views , theories , 
conceptual schemes , an d philosophie s hav e n o common standar d b y 
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which to judge them. Ever y position is therefore granted a n equiva -
lent independenc e t o b e importan t o r unimportant , relevan t o r 
irrelevant, i n its own relative right . 

This argument i s old an d widespread enoug h t o be represented i n 
ancient China , India , an d Greece ; and it s recent form s ar e perhap s 
not essentiall y different . Histor y i s not ou r concer n here , s o I  wil l 
not go into the history of the argument i n the different culture s bu t 
will conten t mysel f wit h a n exampl e o r tw o fro m eac h an d wit h 
some remark s o n th e argument s tha t the y us e an d w e hav e no t 
abandoned. 

The third-centur y encyclopedis t o f Greek skepticism, Sextu s Em-
piricus, repeats the central argument in many variants. One of them 
goes a s follows : Th e believe r i n a  final  criterio n o f trut h i s in th e 
dilemma o f a  person who has never known Socrate s bu t ha s seen a 
picture of him, th e accuracy of which h e has no way of estimating; 
for th e perceivin g intellec t see s only wha t th e sense s show it , no t 
the externa l object s tha t ar e presumabl y responsibl e fo r affectin g 
the sense s (Sextu s [trans . 1933] , 103) . Sextus argue s further tha t a 
criterion canno t simpl y be assumed, sinc e there i s controversy ove r 
its existence ; s o tha t i f a  criterio n fo r validatin g th e criterio n i s 
suggested, thi s to o must b e proved b y means of a criterion, an d w e 
enter int o a n infinit e regres s of criteri a o f criteria . Th e attemp t t o 
argue for a  criterion of the truth also forces us, he says, into circula r 
reasoning becaus e t o demonstrate anythin g w e need a n acceptabl e 
criterion, whil e th e criterion , t o b e acceptable , mus t b e demon -
strated t o b e so (163-5) . Everythin g turn s ou t t o b e relative , wit h 
respect to the person who judges, to what i t is that i s judged, an d t o 
the condition s unde r whic h th e judgment i s made (135-50) . "An d 
even h e wh o assert s tha t no t al l thing s ar e relative , affirm s th e 
relativity o f al l things , sinc e by his arguments agains t u s he show s 
that th e ver y statemen t 'no t al l thing s ar e relative ' i s relativ e t o 
ourselves, and not universal." (83) . 

In China , th e ide a tha t ther e i s no acceptable criterio n appeare d 
during th e fourt h centur y B.C. , i n th e writing s o f Chuang-tzu . H e 
argues tha t no t onl y d o we not kno w wha t w e ar e dreaming whe n 
we dream, bu t i n th e middle of a  dream we may interpre t a  dream 
within th e dream . Fool s think the y ar e awake , confiden t tha t the y 
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know wh o the y are ; bu t "yo u an d Confuciu s ar e bot h dreams , an d I 
who cal l yo u a  drea m a m als o a  dream " (Graha m 1981 , 159-60) . 
(Plato, Chuang-tzu' s contemporary , ha s Socrate s ask , "Wha t evi -
dence coul d b e appeale d to , supposin g w e aske d a t thi s ver y mo -
ment whethe r w e ar e aslee p o r awake—dreamin g al l tha t passe s 
through ou r mind s o r talkin g t o on e anothe r i n th e wakin g state? " 
[Theaetetus, 158]) . Chuang-tz u argue s furthe r tha t eve n i f every -
body agree s o n something , tha t i s no t evidenc e enoug h tha t wha t 
they agre e o n i s so; an d i f a n argumen t take s place , th e perso n wh o 
wins i s no t necessaril y i n th e right ; an d i f anothe r person , no t 
involved i n th e argument , i s appeale d to , h e to o mus t hav e hi s 
predisposition, an d b y natur e favor s on e sid e o r anothe r (Graha m 
1981, 60) . 

In India , th e Buddhis t philosophe r Nagarjuna , wh o live d i n th e 
second centur y A.D. , als o make s th e poin t tha t ther e i s n o final 
criterion o n whic h t o rely . On e ca n assume , h e argues , tha t ther e 
are self-eviden t logica l principle s o r self-evidentl y reliabl e percep -
tions; bu t th e principle s an d perception s ar e themselve s object s o f 
knowledge an d argumen t and , a s such, regarde d ver y differentl y b y 
different philosophers . Whil e immediat e experienc e ma y see m t o 
give u s direc t acces s t o logica l principles , i t i s our min d tha t struc -
tures an d interpret s th e evidenc e (Murt i 1955 , 150-51) . Para -
phrased, Nagarjuna' s basi c argumen t says : Nonskeptic s clai m t o 
prove thing s b y virtu e o f th e mean s o f knowledg e tha t huma n 
beings possess ; bu t i f t o prov e anythin g i s to prov e i t b y thes e sam e 
means, the n th e mean s to o mus t b e s o prove d o r th e clai m aban -
doned; o r a n infinit e regres s o f proof s mus t b e entered , t o whic h 
there i s no beginnin g an d therefor e n o middl e o r end , an d therefor e 
no end i n proo f (Bhattachary a 1978 , 25-26) . 

Now, ther e ar e way s o f conductin g th e argument s raise d b y Sex -
tus, Chuang-tzu , Nagarjuna , an d othe r relativist s tha t quickl y gro w 
sterile, repetitious , an d subjec t t o a  mer e regress ; an d ther e ar e 
other way s tha t d o no t pu t a n en d t o th e argumen t bu t ar e likel y t o 
advance ou r understanding . Bu t befor e I  giv e example s o f wha t I 
mean, I  shoul d lik e t o emphasiz e tha t a n infinit e regress , unlik e a 
self-contradiction, i s not logicall y fata l t o th e argumen t tha t enter s 
it. 
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Look at it this way: If I argue that one thing is proved by another , 
and I  answer the subsequent question, "Wha t proves the other?" by 
arguing tha t i t i s prove d b y stil l anothe r thing , an d s o on , th e 
process is one in which I  give a reasonable answer , a m challenged , 
give anothe r reasonabl e answer , a m challenge d again , an d s o on . 
There ar e different way s of assessing this situation. I  can say tha t I 
am righ t eac h tim e I  giv e a  reasonabl e answer , s o that , lik e a 
Russian doll , eac h tim e I  a m pushe d dow n b y th e questione r I 
recover m y balance , an d nothin g reall y goe s wrong ; o r I  can sa y 
that answe r an d questio n hav e entere d a  proces s i n whic h eac h 
cancels ou t th e other . Doe s this mea n tha t th e answer s hav e bee n 
shown t o b e inadequate o r th e question s unavailing , o r both ? Per -
haps w e shoul d sa y tha t th e proces s show s itsel f t o b e indetermi -
nate, meanin g tha t nothin g ha s been argue d effectively , eithe r pr o 
or con, so that th e person making the assertions and the challenge r 
have both bee n deprived of any effective lin e of argument. M y own 
reaction i s that w e should as k ourselves ho w an d wh y we conduc t 
such arguments , an d wha t w e hop e t o ge t ou t o f them . Thi s ques-
tion i s mos t likel y t o b e helpfu l i f w e conside r th e argumen t i n a 
particular context , i n relatio n t o a  particula r subjec t matter . If , 
however, w e want t o pay attention mainl y to the formal sid e of the 
argument an d regar d i t a s a contest lik e the philosophica l contest s 
in ancien t India , w e ha d bes t adop t a  conventio n goo d fo r th e 
purpose, one that says , for example, tha t i t is the asserter's business 
to pu t a  logica l sto p t o th e hostil e questions , o r tha t endles s re -
gresses ar e a  tie—anythin g plausibl e t o giv e th e contes t a  definit e 
end. This suggestion i s not quite serious because we do not loo k on 
philosophy, a s the Indians often did , a s a contest with stric t forma l 
rules an d a  declare d winner . Bu t whicheve r choic e w e make , w e 
supply th e argumen t wit h a  contex t tha t relate s t o it s natur e an d 
use from th e standpoint o f sport, logic , rhetoric, o r maybe psychol -
ogy-

What abou t Sextus' s proble m o f th e perso n wh o ha d neve r see n 
Socrates bu t ha d t o judge th e accurac y o f hi s portrait . Th e fac t i s 
that man y learne d person s hav e conducte d debate s ove r just suc h 
problems and not always unreasonably. Relevant questions include: 
What plausibl e literary description s of Socrates do we have to com-
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pare wit h th e portrait ? Wha t evidenc e i s ther e fo r th e dat e o f th e 
portrait, whethe r o f it s material , it s style , o r it s workmanship ? 
What evidenc e i s ther e tha t someon e wh o kne w Socrate s mad e a 
portrait o f hi m o r tha t th e portrai t w e ar e considerin g i s either tha t 
portrait o r a n accurat e cop y o f it ? Decisiv e answer s t o suc h ques -
tions may b e rare, bu t th e attemp t t o give them ca n b e enlightenin g 
about Gree k lif e an d art , especiall y portraitur e (Richte r 1984) , and , 
if no t restricte d t o a  particula r plac e o r time , abou t lif e a s see n i n 
the mirro r o f archeology . 

But wha t abou t Sextus' s mor e seriou s point , tha t th e perceivin g 
intellect see s th e affection s o f th e sense s an d no t th e objec t respon -
sible fo r them , th e thing-in-itself , a s Kant wa s t o cal l it ? The histor y 
of philosophy doe s not justify muc h hop e for a  generally satisfactor y 
answer. Bu t som e progres s ca n b e mad e i n thi s instanc e to o i f a 
useful contex t i s chosen . Suc h a  contex t migh t b e th e stud y o f 
sensory perceptio n i n huma n beings , i n itsel f an d i n relatio n t o 
sensory perceptio n i n othe r species , an d always , o f course , i n rela -
tion t o stimul i a s physic s define s them . Th e resul t is , again , no t a 
definitive answer , bu t a  transformatio n o f th e on e crud e questio n 
into man y mor e refine d an d probabl y usefu l ones . Th e proble m i s 
not solve d a s a  whole ; bu t whe n w e hav e gon e wit h i t a s fa r a s w e 
can, w e kno w muc h mor e tha n whe n w e started . 

Something simila r ca n b e sai d abou t Chuang-tzu' s drea m an d 
dream withi n a  dream . W e hav e learne d a  grea t dea l abou t dream -
ing, especiall y i n th e las t fe w decades . Th e simpl e thoug h no t deci -
sive answe r t o Chuang-tz u i s tha t th e kind s o f vivid , well-remem -
bered dream s h e wa s speakin g o f ar e usuall y eas y t o distinguis h 
from wakin g experience . Th e dream s ar e differentl y organize d an d 
look an d fee l different . Th e questio n woul d b e harde r i f h e ha d 
argued fro m th e experienc e o f dementia, becaus e a  demented perso n 
might insis t tha t wha t h e sa w wa s reall y there , an d becaus e hi s 
answer would mos t likel y b e wrong, quit e beyon d reasonabl e doubt . 
The usefu l contex t i n whic h t o dea l literall y wit h Chuang-tzu' s 
question i s that o f the stud y o f dreams an d sensor y illusions . 

Chuang-tzu's secon d question , "Ho w ca n w e tel l i f the winne r o f 
an argumen t i s right , an d wh o judge s th e judg e wh o give s th e 
answer?" i s a  questio n abou t th e possibilit y o f bein g objective . W e 
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know tha t n o definitive answe r ca n b e given, bu t hi s idea tha t al l 
human experienc e i s equall y subjectiv e goe s counte r t o commo n 
sense, to rules of legal evidence , an d t o al l scientific research . Tha t 
is why we smile at hi s question but refuse t o be disturbed by it. 

Nagarjuna's relativis m i s expressed with nothing of Chuang-tzu' s 
poetry or humor. He is the militantly logical enemy of logic, at leas t 
as a  mean s fo r arrivin g a t th e final  truth . O n th e infinit e regress , 
which h e stresses , I  have alread y commented . A s for hi s argumen t 
that t o base proof on the assumed means of proof would requir e use 
of the same means to prove themselves, my comment i s the old one 
that forma l argumen t i s possible only i f it i s restricted b y rules, an d 
an essentia l rule requires an assumed or unproved beginning to an y 
process of argument . B y demanding the opposite , Nagarjuna make s 
formal argumen t formall y impossible . Thi s i s th e conclusio n h e 
wants to reach, but his procedure must seem excessive to those who 
have no good reason to share his aims. 

I do not want t o be misunderstood. I  am not attemptin g t o refut e 
the relativist s I  have mentioned o r to argue that relativis m i s wrong, 
but only that the arguments for relativism can be put into more and 
less illuminating contexts . Le t me give another example . I f I argue 
that n o on e reall y know s ho w a  certai n buildin g look s becaus e 
everyone see s i t fro m a  certai n perspective , a n unilluminatin g an -
swer is to ask how it looks to a person with especially good eyesight, 
or from high above, or in a photograph. A more illuminating answe r 
is given by the study of the laws of perspective and their connectio n 
with the idea we have formed of the object an d the expectations we 
have o f it , s o tha t an y vie w o f i t tell s u s ho w al l th e othe r view s 
look an d wha t the y signif y i n ou r experience . An d i f I  choose t o 
ask, not about litera l perspective but about beauty and argue that a 
certain beautifu l woma n i s no t beautifu l i n th e eye s o f everyon e 
and would not have been regarded as such by traditional Chines e of 
the upper classes , whose women ha d to have tiny fee t t o be beauti-
ful, o r by certain Africa n tribesmen , whos e women had to be scari-
fied to b e beautiful , a  usefu l answe r ca n b e give n b y th e stud y o f 
individual an d cultural variations in contexts of beauty. This takes 
us back to anthropology an d to the problems of context with whic h 
we began. 
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To repeat , th e centra l argumen t o f th e relativist s i s that ther e i s n o 
final criterio n fo r th e judgmen t o f an y propose d truth , n o criterio n 
of criteria, n o God's-eye-view o f truth. Th e argumen t ma y b e unpal -
atable, bu t i t canno t simpl y b e refuted . T o b e a t it s best , however , 
it mus t b e kep t withi n carefu l bounds . I t i s true tha t ther e i s a  limi t 
to ou r abilit y t o tes t ou r tests . T o as k ho w th e worl d woul d loo k t o 
us i n th e absenc e o f a  huma n ey e t o se e it , o r fee l i n th e absenc e o f 
human fingers,  o r b e registere d i n th e absenc e o f scientifi c instru -
ments, o r to ask us to replace our ow n eyes , fingers,  an d instrument s 
with quit e other s o r wit h unimaginabl y differen t kind s o f percep -
tion, o r t o dream, wit h mystic s an d science-fictio n writers , o f intui -
tion withou t an y mediu m o r instrumen t o f intuition , a  kin d o f 
totally clea r self-cognitio n free d o f th e possibilit y o f error or relativ -
ity, i s t o as k a  questio n o r drea m a  conditio n tha t make s n o clea r 
sense a t all . 

But though th e relativis t canno t b e defeated i n argument , h e ma y 
grow careles s an d forge t o r de-emphasize tha t th e inabilit y t o prov e 
that somethin g i s finally  o r exclusivel y tru e i s no t th e sam e a s t o 
disprove it s truth . Tha t is , althoug h i t i s tru e tha t w e canno t com -
pare ou r idea s wit h somethin g externa l t o the m i n orde r t o authen -
ticate them , i t i s als o tru e tha t w e canno t prov e tha t ou r idea s 
represent i t inaccuratel y (if , indeed , i t exists ) becaus e th e negativ e 
determination woul d requir e th e sam e compariso n wit h th e sam e 
'external' reality . 

We mus t als o recal l tha t amon g alternative s tha t canno t b e prove d 
to b e true , som e ar e usuall y mor e attractiv e tha n others . I  mea n 
nothing recondit e o r mysteriou s b y this . Th e knowledg e w e hav e 
gained form s somethin g lik e a  hierarch y o f increasin g abstraction . 
The mor e abstrac t o r mathematica l th e knowledge , th e wide r it s 
possible applicatio n becaus e mathematic s i s pur e structure . I t i s 
natural fo r u s t o assum e tha t ou r knowledge , especiall y i n it s mos t 
abstract, structura l form , reflect s something , som e 'stimulus, ' whic h 
we extrapolat e beyon d th e possibilit y o f proo f bu t no t beyon d th e 
possibility o f intellectua l acceptance . Thi s assumptio n is , inciden -
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tally, approximate d b y th e Hind u philosophe r Udayan a (b . 1050) , 
when h e state s tha t th e inexpressibilit y o f th e natur e o f a n objec t 
"may b e admitted withou t necessaril y admittin g th e nonexistenc e 
of the object. Thi s is on the supposition tha t th e object's inexpress i 
bility i s due t o ou r difficult y i n knowin g it " (Potte r 1977 , 537) . A 
rather Kant-like position is adopted by the Buddhist Dignaga, of the 
fifth century, wh o believes in a n initial "contact " with th e noume-
non, the "inexpressible particularity," followed b y the "conceptua l 
construction" essentia l for perceiving or knowing in the usual sense 
(Hattori 1968) . 

In Europea n an d som e India n philosophy , i t i s agreed tha t ordi -
nary knowing is a relationship between subject an d object an d tha t 
it makes no sense to think of such knowledge without both of them. 
I accept thi s verdict. Of course, the knowledge takes different form s 
in differen t knowers , bu t th e form s hav e som e structura l likeness . 
Just so , wha t w e cal l a  ray  of  light  i s rea d differentl y b y al l th e 
different kind s of receiving mechanisms sensitive to that particula r 
part o f th e electromagneti c spectrum , bu t thei r differen t reading s 
show a  structura l likenes s becaus e al l o f the m ar e base d o n th e 
influence o f the source that defines itsel f by their response and thei r 
common nature . I t i s therefor e no t unreasonabl e t o suppos e tha t 
our differen t conceptua l scheme s and language s reflect , eac h i n it s 
own way , th e sam e 'stimulus / concernin g whic h nothin g ca n b e 
said independentl y o f wha t w e hav e mad e o f i t i n thos e scheme s 
and languages . 

If w e thin k lazil y an d regar d ourselve s a s interna l t o ourselve s 
and th e stimulu s a s impinging o n ou r sense s fro m th e outside , w e 
forget tha t th e stimulus, th e world-in-itself-without-us, ha s no dis-
cernible o r thinkabl e characteristi c unti l w e ar e affecte d b y i t an d 
interpret it , no t eve n th e characteristi c o f being interna l o r exter -
nal; an d w e forge t tha t w e ourselves ar e presumabl y 'mad e o f th e 
world-in-itself-without-us, an d we can no more cut ourselves inte r 
nally loose from i t than from our atomic structure . 

The poin t I  have mad e i s a n ol d one , an d perhap s I  should no t 
have labored it . Kan t wrestled wit h th e problem, Dignag a wrestle d 
with it , we wrestle with it sometimes. It is time that we recognized, 
not tha t th e question i s too difficult, bu t tha t w e cannot eve n pose 
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it full y becaus e w e canno t pla y th e complet e stranger s t o ourselve s 
and ou r experienc e or conceive anythin g completel y foreig n t o eve n 
our notion s o f logica l o r mathematica l relationship . Ho w coul d a n 
answer eve n b e hope d for ? Why shoul d a  questionlik e nonquestion , 
located so , a t th e ver y limi t o f conceivability, hav e an y answer ? Ye t 
the metaphysica l issue , i f ther e i s one , nee d no t b e resolve d fo r u s 
to se e tha t on e world , a t leas t i n th e sens e o f commo n experienc e 
and o f exact science , i s at leas t a  plausible construc t tha t stimulate s 
coordination o f th e differen t kind s o f knowledg e tha t w e gain . I t i s 
also mor e conducive , a s Kan t pointe d out , t o th e hop e tha t w e ca n 
reach a  generally vali d understanding . I t certainl y fit s evolutionar y 
theory, whic h explain s ou r surviva l a s a  successfu l adaptatio n t o 
the environmen t ou t o f whic h w e emerged . Ou r understandin g o f 
the environmen t i s also our kinshi p wit h it—lik e mother , the y say , 
like child . 

Let m e repea t wha t I  have jus t sai d abou t th e preferenc e fo r on e 
real worl d a s a n extende d commen t o n th e philosophe r Nelso n 
Goodman, wh o i s a  partisa n o f man y equall y rea l worlds . Hi s far -
reaching nominalis m fits  i n wel l wit h hi s preferenc e fo r a  pluralit y 
of worlds , wit h n o finally  real , embracin g worl d b y mean s o f whic h 
to judge th e others . 

What doe s Goodma n argue ? H e says tha t i f he ask s you abou t th e 
world, yo u ca n offe r t o tel l hi m ho w i t i s under on e o r mor e frame s 
of reference ; bu t i f h e insist s tha t yo u tel l hi m ho w i t i s apar t fro m 
all frames , yo u ca n sa y nothing . H e i s abov e al l struc k b y th e grea t 
variety o f "version s an d visions " i n th e differen t sciences , "i n th e 
worlds o f differen t painter s an d writers , an d i n ou r perception s a s 
informed b y these , b y circumstances , an d b y ou r insights , interests , 
and pas t experiences . .  .  .  Her e w e hav e n o nea t se t o f frame s o f 
reference, n o read y rule s fo r transformin g physics , biology , an d 
psychology int o on e another , an d n o way a t al l o f transforming an y 
of thes e int o Va n Gogh' s vision , o r Va n Gogh' s int o Canaletto's " 
(N. Goodma n 1978 , 3) . Eac h contrastin g versio n o f th e world , say s 
Goodman, i s righ t unde r a  give n system , fo r a  give n science , artist , 
perceiver, an d situatio n (3) . 

What advantage s doe s Goodma n se e i n hi s wa y o f lookin g a t 
things? First , th e "passio n fo r one  worl d i s satisfied , a t differen t 
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times and for different purposes , in many differen t ways, " for "eve n 
reality is relative" (20) . Secondly, the "readiness to recognize alter -
native world s ma y b e liberatin g an d suggestiv e o f ne w avenue s of 
exploration," thoug h " a willingnes s t o welcom e al l world s build s 
none," an d thoug h " a broa d min d i s no substitut e fo r har d work " 
( 2 1 ) . 

I must admi t tha t thi s position is persuasive, especially because i t 
not only separates versions and worlds from one another bu t allow s 
us t o cluste r version s togethe r int o world s i f w e nee d o r lik e t o 
cluster the m so ; because i t allow s us to treat a  right world-descrip -
tion a s our world ; an d becaus e i t accept s tha t "al l righ t versions " 
teach u s abou t th e world , th e world withou t an y specia l qualifica -
tions (4) . Bu t no world i s allowed t o b e preeminent an d all-inclu -
sive, none to be so right tha t th e others are wrong; and the world is 
not t o b e sought , a s I  have sough t it , i n a n ambivalen t o r neutra l 
something beneat h th e versions , bu t i n a n overal l organizatio n 
embracing them (5) . 

All thi s i s a n intelligent , sensitiv e wa y o f doin g justice bot h t o 
the richness of human perceptio n an d to the failure o f al l claims to 
the exclusive truth abou t th e world. There are of course difficultie s 
with th e view , a s with al l philosophica l views . I t i s unclear t o m e 
how the Tightness and wrongness of worlds or versions is determined 
without som e more or less uniform standard s for determining Tight -
ness and wrongness; and uniform standards seem to imply a unifor m 
truth, an d a  uniform trut h a n underlying reality . 

Because I  a m no t sur e jus t ho w Goodma n migh t develo p hi s 
position, I  wil l exaggerat e i t a  littl e an d thin k les s o f hi s world -
versions and mor e of his worlds. My quarrel with hi m i s a mild bu t 
real one ; an d th e trut h I  see, i n defianc e o f hi s multipl e truths , i s 
not a  fixed  dogmati c visio n o f th e on e realit y bu t a n attractio n t o 
an inexhaustibl e laten t one . M y all y i n th e quarre l i s the ide a o f 
context, whic h help s u s t o approac h th e individualit y o f every -
thing, o f every object , situation , person , group , an d vie w t o what -
ever degre e o f detai l o r subtlet y w e ar e capabl e o f reaching . Th e 
idea of context i s as liberating as that o f versions; but, unlike them , 
it fits  naturall y int o a  worl d whos e infinit e relationship s ti e to -
gether everything that comprises it into an infinitely varie d unity . 
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Now fo r m y quarre l wit h Goodman , who m I  harden an d exagger -
ate somewhat, a s I  have said an d a s happens in such confrontations . 
What ar e th e relation s betwee n th e world s h e postulates ? H e speak s 
of world s bein g assemble d ou t o f th e fragment s o f others . Bu t th e 
word fragments  doe s no t tak e u s fa r becaus e th e world s h e mean s 
are no t simpl y differen t arrangement s o f identica l bricks , facts , 
perceptions, o r thoughts . No r does he mea n worlds  i n th e sense tha t 
some philosopher s believ e t o follo w fro m logic , th e sens e tha t see s 
as rea l ever y variatio n o f ou r ow n worl d tha t imaginatio n ca n 
conceive an d logi c certif y t o b e possibl e (D . Lewi s 1986) . No r doe s 
he mean worlds  i n th e sense of the physicist s who solve an awkwar d 
problem i n our grasp of quantum theor y b y supposing tha t th e worl d 
splits into a n infinit y o f others similar t o but no t identica l wit h our s 
(Davies an d Brow n 1986) . Th e world s Goodma n speak s o f coexis t 
and ar e i n relation s wit h on e another . Ar e thes e relation s s o inci -
dental o r inconstan t tha t the y canno t b e though t t o ti e th e world s 
together? What d o relations d o but relate ; ar e the y no t connections ; 
and ar e no t man y connecte d world s th e sam e a s one worl d mad e o f 
all o f them ? Wh y shoul d ther e no t b e a n a t leas t partiall y commo n 
world o f th e kin d Goodma n himsel f seem s t o creat e whe n h e use s a 
language, a  se t o f images , an d a  kin d o f reasonin g commo n t o al l 
who rea d hi m an d designe d t o persuad e the m t o agre e wit h hi s 
position? Wha t woul d b e wron g i n supposin g tha t al l th e man y 
separate world s h e assumes , wit h thei r innumerabl e relationship s 
and ful l o r partia l correspondence s o r inclusions , wer e th e one , 
common, ample , receptiv e worl d i n whic h al l th e other s resided , 
the framewor k t o whic h the y al l cohere d an d b y mean s o f whic h 
they coul d al l achiev e som e stabl e communicatio n wit h on e an -
other? 

Whatever Goodman' s answer s ma y be—an d w e kno w h e doe s 
have answers—m y ow n tendenc y i s t o believe , thoug h cautiously , 
in a  single , commo n objectiv e world . Thi s realis m i s n o mor e tha n 
a continuatio n o f th e naiv e o r natura l attitude , bu t i t i s als o af -
fected b y th e desir e t o understan d an d communicat e a s widel y a s 
possible. Clearly , I  have a  stron g sens e o f th e fundamenta l likenes s 
of huma n beings , thei r ti e t o on e another , thei r ti e t o th e othe r 
kinds o f livin g creatures , an d th e ti e o f al l th e livin g creature s t o 
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the nonliving world from whic h they issue and of which the y are in 
a sense made. 

If, wit h Goodman, we prefer t o think of many worlds, we have to 
try t o gras p just wha t thes e world s ar e an d what , a s worlds , the y 
contain o r exclude . Excep t fo r hint s har d t o interpre t exactly , 
Goodman confine s th e notio n o f world  t o tha t o f individual artist s 
or writer s o r o f individua l theorie s o r philosophies ; bu t world s i n 
somewhat lik e his sense can be found i n smaller and greater object s 
of thought. Ever y poem or other work of art ca n b e thought o f as a 
self-consistent entit y tha t need s it s ow n exegesi s t o b e properl y 
understood. I  do not sa y thi s simply t o further m y own position . I t 
is th e positio n tha t ha s bee n favore d b y man y critics , especiall y 
those of a more romantic persuasion, who prefer to see a work of art 
as an organic unity , an d by those, too , who prefer t o judge individ-
ual work s of ar t a s independently a s possible o f the circumstance s 
of their creation or the personalities and even aims of their creators. 
Henry James writes that a  novel is a single, continuous living thing, 
containing in each of its parts something of each of the other parts . 
The poet an d critic Helen Vendler writes that i n "the 'mad instead* 
of poetry , thing s hav e thei r meanin g onl y i n th e contex t o f th e 
world that the y there create. The world of the poem is analogous to 
the existential world , bu t not identica l with it . I n a famous create d 
world o f Blake's , fo r instance , ther e i s a  ros e doome d t o morta l 
illness b y th e lov e o f a  flying  wor m wh o i s invisible . W e d o no t 
experience suc h a  poe m b y movin g i t piecemea l int o ou r world , 
deciding what th e rose 'symbolizes' and what the worm 'stands for. ' 
On the contrary , w e must move ourselves into it s ambience, int o a 
world in which a  dismayed man ca n converse with his beloved rose 
and thrus t upo n her , i n hi s anguished jealousy, diagnosi s and fata l 
prognosis in one sentence" (Vendle r 1985 , 8). And the musicologis t 
Joseph Kerma n write s tha t on e meet s an d react s t o a  mature com -
position b y Beethove n "wit h th e sam e sor t o f particularity , inti -
macy, an d concer n a s one does to anothe r huma n being " (Kerma n 
1967, 117). But as Kerman knows and demonstrates, unless we make 
the detachmen t o r particularity o f th e wor k o f art , it s natur e a s a 
world in itself, brie f an d partial , w e lose more than w e gain. As for 
individual artists , th e applicatio n t o them o f the ter m world,  wit h 
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its implie d closur e o r distance , seem s t o deriv e it s interes t fro m it s 
metaphorical exaggeration—considerin g th e huma n relation s the y 
maintain, the y ar e surel y ver y permeabl e worlds ; an d a  worl d wit h 
sievelike wall s i s a  worl d i n nam e only . Eve n a s a  metaphor , th e 
term world  fits  a n individua l perso n les s wel l tha n i t doe s a  large , 
more nearl y self-sufficien t cultura l entity , suc h a s th e worl d o f 
Chinese though t or , mor e historically , th e worl d o f Han thought . 

What doe s th e ter m work / suggest , an d t o wha t doe s i t commi t 
us? I t implie s a t leas t tha t ther e ar e interna l relation s amon g it s 
members o r constituent s tha t distinguis h the m fro m everythin g else , 
with everythin g els e remainin g 'external, ' 'foreign, ' enclose d with -
in som e othe r 'world ' o r 'worlds. ' On e can' t ge t fro m a  worl d that ' s 
worth th e nam e t o anothe r worl d b y merel y openin g a  doo r o r 
presenting a  passport . On e need s a t leas t a  whit e hole , i f ther e i s 
such a  thing , an d a n entr y int o a  ne w spac e an d time , i f tha t make s 
experiential sense . T o sa y thi s i s t o privileg e physics ; bu t i t doe s 
have som e inescapabl e privileges , suc h a s thos e Goodma n hint s a t 
when h e chooses the ter m world,  s o closely associate d wit h physics . 

As a  metaphorica l term , world  i s ver y useful . Goodma n himsel f 
favors i t t o characteriz e th e whol e o f th e work s o f a  creativ e indi -
vidual. H e seems t o want t o distinguish suc h authenti c world s fro m 
the nonworld s o r inauthenti c world s o f fals e prophets , mistake n 
scientists, poo r artists , an d person s wh o liv e b y stereotypes ; an d h e 
explicitly grant s ar t a  world-buildin g privileg e equa l t o tha t o f 
physics. Whe n h e ask s "Ho w d o you g o abou t reducin g Constable' s 
or James Joyce's world-vie w t o physics?" he take s the question t o b e 
rhetorical; bu t i t i s the wa y h e ask s i t tha t make s i t so . Thi s i s tru e 
even thoug h h e immediatel y adds , " I a m th e las t perso n likel y t o 
underrate constructio n an d reduction " (N . Goodma n 1978 , 5) . Wha t 
he underrates , i t appear s t o me , i s th e we b o f contex t tha t tie s al l 
individuals int o a n inextricabl y singl e world . 

The bridg e betwee n Constabl e o r Joyc e an d physic s i s ver y lon g 
and a t point s ver y narrow ; an d i f w e trie d t o cros s i t quickly , w e 
should, I  imagine, fal l off , thoug h I  cannot imagin e int o what . Bu t 
the bridg e i s there; an d i f we forge t it s existence, w e forge t muc h o f 
the underlyin g lif e o f th e painte r an d th e poet . Th e bridg e i s reall y 
a dens e we b o f bridgin g relationships . Man y o f it s filaments  ar e 
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elusively delicate , bu t al l o f the m togethe r creat e th e powerfu l 
coherence tha t keep s a  world on e or , give n tha t i t varie s so muc h 
internally, mor e one than not . 

I cannot attemp t t o sho w th e we b her e i n detai l bu t a t mos t t o 
suggest ho w i t migh t b e shown . Wit h respec t t o Constable , w e 
might begi n b y askin g abou t hi s attitude towar d th e rura l Englan d 
he painte d (Rosentha l 1983) . The n ther e migh t com e question s 
about th e landscape itself, abou t Constable' s temperament an d ide-
als, abou t hi s opinion tha t paintin g wa s simply a  natura l science , 
and abou t hi s practices as a painter. I n this way we could begi n t o 
relate Constable t o the history an d sociology of England, includin g 
the history of English ideas of rural life and landscape; to the history 
of painting , especiall y English ; t o th e practice s o f contemporar y 
painters; t o meteorolog y (becaus e o f Constable' s interes t i n cloud s 
and weather) ; an d t o th e technique s an d material s o f painting . 
These relationship s coul d b e explore d further , i n th e directio n o f 
the basi c sciences , including , a t th e limi t o f abstraction , physic s 
and mathematics . The relation between Constabl e an d physics might 
turn ou t t o be almos t a s farfetched a s the one I  suggested betwee n 
the subatomic particle s tha t mak e u p our bodies and ou r opinions ; 
but whateve r th e distanc e an d whateve r ou r difficult y i n connect -
ing the extreme s i n an y illuminatin g way , i t seem s more usefu l t o 
preserve th e grea t contex t o f the world , includin g physics , tha n t o 
think of Constable and the physicist (whic h physicist? we must ask) 
as living in different, incommensurabl e worlds . 

As fo r Joyce , h e i s relate d t o Iris h history ; Europea n literar y 
history; Homer ; Hamlet ; th e problem , a s Joyce sa w it , o f artisti c 
creation; scholasti c thought ; th e streets , pubs , people , an d charac -
ter o f Dublin ; th e eterna l recurrenc e o f events ; th e polaritie s o f 
existence; relativism , th e problem s o f whic h bothe r hi s characte r 
Stephen; aggression; and sexuality in al l its forms; and so much else 
that a  book on Ulysses  carries the titl e The  Book as  World (Frenc h 
1982). 

It may seem excessive to bring up the physical nature of painting, 
though it will not appear so to the many painters who are sensitized 
to th e pigment s an d othe r material s wit h whic h the y mak e thei r 
fates, o r th e physica l natur e o f printing , thoug h author s tak e i t 
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seriously a s a  rul e an d sometime s fight  ove r i t wit h thei r publishers . 
Yet Constable' s painting s ha d t o be painted an d Joyce's novels t o b e 
printed, whic h make s th e relatio n t o th e mos t ordinar y physic s ver y 
close a t a  crucia l stag e i n th e ar t o f the two . I  add th e obvious , tha t 
the tw o buil t thei r ar t o n muc h th e sam e basi s o f perceptua l an d 
cognitive constanc y a s anyon e else . Otherwis e the y woul d hav e 
been unintelligibl e (Joyc e eve n mor e s o tha n som e reader s clai m 
him t o be) . 

It i s unnecessary t o as k whethe r Constable's , Joyce's , o r th e phys -
icist's worldvie w i s true r o r ho w w e migh t reduc e Constable' s o r 
Joyce's t o th e physicist's ; becaus e thes e views , thoug h belongin g t o 
the sam e world , d o not belon g t o i t o n th e sam e leve l o r i n th e sam e 
sense o f truth . I t i s onl y necessar y t o sho w ho w th e physicist' s 
worldview i s indispensabl e fo r Constable' s an d Joyce' s an d the n t o 
show that , i n th e persona l sense , eac h physicis t has , no t th e world -
view o f physic s a s such bu t hi s own, individua l expansio n o r inter -
pretation o r between-the-line s readin g o f th e worl d commo n t o al l 
physicists an d al l huma n beings . I  do no t wan t t o impl y tha t paint -
ings or novel s ma y no t hel p for m th e imaginatio n an d therefor e th e 
worldview o f a  physicist . Afte r all , Murra y Gell-Man n foun d th e 
quark i n Finnegan's  Wake. 

The world-metapho r i s so convenient that , unles s we tak e care , i t 
loses whatever specia l meanin g i t may have . I f we use i t for individ -
ual persons , o r individua l person s in thei r bein g a s artist s or writers , 
we migh t a s wel l g o on an d subdivid e eac h perso n and , alon g wit h 
a well-know n pionee r o f ethology , spea k o f tha t person' s sensor y 
world, conceptua l world , spatia l world , tempora l world , an d th e 
like—or, t o b e mor e fashionable , o f th e person' s right-brai n worl d 
and left-brai n worl d (Uexkul l 1921 ; Milner 1975 ; Marks 1980 ; Sprin -
ger an d Deutsc h 1985) . 

Aware o f th e danger s o f a n uncritica l multiplicatio n o f worlds , 
Goodman i n fac t draw s bac k fro m th e abys s o f tota l relativism . H e 
says tha t hi s relativism , thoug h radical , i s unde r "rigorou s re -
straints" an d agree s tha t jus t a s on e worl d ma y b e take n a s many , 
the man y ma y b e take n a s one ; an d h e praise s som e world s a s 
"right" o r "genuine" an d stigmatize s others a s "spurious" (N . Good -
man 197 8 x, 1-4 , 17-24 , 94, 96, 138-40) . 
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Other prominen t philosopher s with stron g relativisti c tendencie s 
also draw back. Thomas Kuhn combines his disbelief in any neutra l 
way o f graspin g wha t i s "reall y there " wit h a  stron g belie f i n th e 
progress of science and does not doubt tha t "scientifi c developmen t 
is, lik e biological , a  unidirectiona l an d irreversibl e process" (Kuh n 
1970, 206). Paul Feyerabend think s that differen t language s contai n 
different view s o f th e worl d and , lik e theories , ten d t o b e incom -
mensurable becaus e thei r meaning s d o no t mes h an d the y canno t 
be summed up together. Ye t he says that they can be translated int o 
one anothe r b y th e patien t techniqu e o f th e anthropologist , wh o 
learns to compare only after internalizin g both his own backgroun d 
and tha t o f the native society he is studying (Feyeraben d 1975 , 223, 
249-52). Pete r Winch , wh o hold s a  simila r position , concede s tha t 
all huma n lif e i s subject t o limitin g concepts , whic h concer n suc h 
fundamental matter s a s life, death , an d sex . He admits that "prim -
itives" may wel l use technical concept s tha t resembl e ours (Winc h 
1964, 82 , 94) . W . V . Quin e resemble s Feyeraben d an d Winc h i n 
stressing that languages establish ontologies and that "al l ascriptio n 
of realit y mus t com e .  .  .  fro m withi n one' s theor y o f th e world " 
(Quine 1981 , 21). Bu t h e regard s himsel f a s a  "robus t realist, " b y 
which h e means an unswervin g believe r i n externa l things ; and h e 
makes n o secre t o f bein g a  physicalis t an d a  behaviorist . H e als o 
limits his relativism when he states that " a standard of similarity i s 
in som e sens e innate, " whe n h e refuse s t o believ e tha t differen t 
cultures ar e incommensurable , an d whe n h e scorns  Goodman's se-
quence of worlds or versions, which, i n his strong words, "founder s 
in absurdity" (Quin e 1981 , 21, 42, 97-98; Quine 1969 , 123). 

My conclusion wit h respec t t o thes e philosophers i s that eac h of 
them ha s a  fron t doo r tha t open s o n lonel y incommensurables , 
relatives to o distan t t o b e sur e the y understan d anythin g o f on e 
another, bu t a  back door tha t open s on a  common world , i n whic h 
neighbors talk companionably acros s their fences . 

The cas e for one rathe r tha n man y worlds can b e put ver y plainly . 
It i s that ou r lif e would b e impossible i f not fo r th e degree of unit y 
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and uniformit y tha t experienc e reveals . Th e cas e begin s with learn -
ing, perception , an d action , o f th e mos t usua l kind . T o learn , per -
ceive, an d ac t w e mus t disregar d th e condition s tha t mak e thing s 
unique, fo r n o objec t eve r appear s t o us in exactl y th e sam e ligh t a s 
it appeare d befor e o r wil l appea r afterwards ; an d n o act , observe d 
exactly, i s just th e sam e a s when performe d o n an y othe r occasion . 
But i f w e alway s pai d attentio n t o th e difference s tha t mak e eac h 
experience an d fragmen t o f experienc e differen t fro m ever y other , 
we shoul d alway s b e a t a  loss , a s i f w e wer e walkin g alon g a 
winding roa d i n whic h n o scene eve r repeate d itsel f i n an y detai l o r 
were carrie d alon g a  rive r tha t change d fro m secon d t o second . I  do 
not wan t t o retur n t o th e chao s o f pur e individualit y w e trie d t o 
imagine earlier . Bu t unles s w e coul d se e throug h th e difference s i n 
experience t o th e similarities , nothin g coul d b e recognized o r learned . 
This is , obviously , becaus e recognitio n an d learnin g depen d upo n 
memory an d habit , whic h teac h u s ho w t o ac t i n th e sam e wa y i n 
what i s for practica l purpose s th e sam e circumstanc e repeated , o r a 
circumstance repeate d wit h a  variatio n lik e enoug h t o on e i n th e 
past fo r u s to recko n i t almos t th e sam e an d var y ou r respons e a s w e 
have learned . 

Everyday realit y make s i t essentia l tha t a n ac t o f perceptio n 
should b e a n ac t o f identificatio n aime d t o limi t th e ambiguit y o f 
whatever i s perceived , t o stri p i t o f irrelevancie s an d classif y i t fo r 
the sak e o f understanding an d action . 

See what th e ey e doe s an d ho w i t keep s th e worl d one . Al l o f th e 
world's visibl e constanc y i s graspe d b y ou r mechanism s o f percep -
tion, whic h hav e t o transmi t informatio n t o u s withou t intrudin g 
too muc h o f themselve s int o it . Th e instrumen t b y whic h w e kno w 
should, s o t o speak , b e transparent . Th e ey e canno t b e stil l an d 
continue t o see , s o whe n i t i s kep t artificiall y fixe d o n th e sam e 
object, visio n become s intermittent . Ordinarily , th e ey e i s i n a 
constant 'tremor ' o f movement , a  rapi d crossin g an d recrossin g o f 
the objec t a t whic h i t i s directed i n orde r t o explor e it s natur e an d 
tell u s ho w t o relat e t o it , whethe r t o ru n awa y fro m it , jum p ove r 
it, cros s it , wal k alongsid e it , ea t it , gree t it , ignor e it , o r d o what -
ever els e th e eye-min d prompt s u s t o do . Th e object s i n fron t o f u s 
look bigge r a s w e approac h them , chang e thei r appearanc e a s w e 
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pass them , an d chang e thei r level s an d angle s a s w e mov e ou r 
heads. Yet , i f the objects ar e still, the y are perceived t o be still an d 
not, lik e thei r retina l images , i n constan t motio n an d chang e o f 
shape. The fact i s that the images projected onto our retinas undergo 
an unendin g interpretatio n i n th e centra l nervou s syste m (Gibso n 
1966; Rock 1975;  Wallach 1985) . To give an example from th e earl y 
years o f life , th e infant' s abilit y t o recogniz e tha t a  to y tha t ha s 
been move d i s stil l th e sam e toy , tha t a n objec t tha t ha s stoppe d 
moving i s th e sam e tha t wa s movin g before , an d tha t th e mothe r 
that reappear s i s still th e same mother , i s an accomplishmen t tha t 
is at once hereditary, perceptual , an d cognitive . 

Not onl y shap e bu t als o color ha s it s constancy preserved . Colo r 
vision improve s our abilit y t o identify an d classif y wha t w e see. If 
things changed thei r perceive d colo r to o easily whe n colore d shad -
ows fell on them, colo r vision would lose its biological usefulness — 
ripe an d unrip e apple s woul d b e har d an d mayb e impossibl e t o 
distinguish b y thei r look , somethin g typicall y whit e woul d loo k 
green i n th e shado w o f green leaves , an d everythin g woul d tur n a s 
inconstant i n colo r a s the chameleon. Ou r eyes would the n b e kept 
busy b y constan t change s o f color , divorce d fro m an y practica l 
purpose. 

To kee p a  colo r identifiabl e i n spit e o f th e changin g color s tha t 
surround and fall on it, our visual mechanism adjust s itsel f adroitly . 
The adjustmen t depends , amon g other things , on the history o f th e 
part o f the retin a o n whic h th e colo r falls . Becaus e our eye s mov e 
constantly, th e histor y o f th e differen t part s o f th e retin a i s muc h 
the same ; an d constanc y i s preserved fo r th e whol e retin a an d fo r 
the color of the whole perceived scene (Brou , Sciascia , Linden , an d 
Lettvin 1981) . 

Sounds, too , requir e constanc y i n orde r t o b e interpreted . Eve n 
infants a  fe w week s ol d ar e abl e t o categoriz e obviousl y differen t 
.sounds into groups that arous e the same response (Eima s 1985) . We 
are able to understand on e another' s speec h in spite of a  great dea l 
of 'noise, ' i n th e sens e o f informatio n theory , an d i n spit e o f th e 
many differen t way s i n whic h speec h i s articulated . "Th e norma l 
auditory nervou s system has an extraordinar y capacit y fo r extract -
ing underlying information fro m nois y signals and generalizing acros s 
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only distantl y relate d spectra l patterns . Tha t i s why w e ca n under -
stand huma n speec h b y a  bas s an d a  soprano , a t a  whispe r an d a t a 
shout, an d fro m speaker s wit h wid e variation s o f accent , nasalit y 
and inflection , i n fact , th e spectographi c representatio n o f a  give n 
word i s so comple x an d variabl e tha t eve n a n experience d analys t 
cannot identif y mos t word s fro m suc h visua l records " (Loe b 1985 , 
9 i ) . 

For reason s o f thi s sort , whic h migh t easil y b e elaborated , th e 
context tha t make s everything individua l i s very often subordinate d 
to th e contex t tha t lead s u s t o overloo k o r overrul e individuality . 
The nervou s syste m itsel f i s a s muc h a n instrumen t fo r strippin g of f 
individuality a s for recognizin g it . Lik e a  court , i t operate s i n term s 
of precedents ; an d i t tend s t o interpre t experience s a s known , stan -
dard ones , s o tha t the y ca n repea t an d b e relevan t t o on e anothe r 
(Lakoff 1987) . I n doin g s o i t naturall y increase s th e dange r tha t 
some vita l differenc e wil l b e overlooked . 

It i s the strippin g awa y o f individualit y tha t make s i t possibl e fo r 
medicine an d th e science s tha t nouris h i t—anatomy , physiology , 
pharmacology, an d others—t o b e applied , wit h necessar y varia -
tions, everywher e i n th e world ; fo r jus t a s ther e i s perceptua l con -
stancy, ther e ar e chemica l an d physiologica l constanc y and , abov e 
all fo r th e purpose s o f abstrac t thought , cognitiv e constancy . 

It seem s t o m e tha t a n interes t i n th e highe r reache s o f cultur e 
makes i t eas y t o forge t o r undervalu e th e quit e extraordinar y con -
stancy o f ou r thought . W e easil y misunderstan d others , an d mos t 
easily thos e mos t unlik e ourselves ; bu t ou r misunderstandin g i s 
tributary, a t a  basi c level , t o a  refine d constanc y o f meanings . T o 
understand thi s constancy , ethnoscienc e investigate s cross-cultura l 
likenesses i n nomenclature , fo r exampl e o f botanica l o r zoologica l 
terms o r colo r terms . A  well-known researc h int o th e colo r term s i n 
different language s ha s show n tha t the y fit  int o a  schem e that , 
although vagu e fo r colo r boundaries , ma y b e very nearl y universal . 
Terms fo r blac k an d whit e occu r i n al l languages ; i f th e languag e 
names thre e colors , on e o f the m i s red ; i f i t name s four , th e fourt h 
is eithe r gree n o r yellow ; an d s o on , u p t o eigh t o r mor e term s 
(Berlin an d Ka y 1969 ; Mac Corma c 1985 , 71-72; Lakof f 1987 , 24;~3o; 
Barnes 1987 , 122-6) . Ethnoscienc e als o investigate s th e effec t o f 
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particular language s o n th e abilit y o f thei r speaker s t o observe , 
remember, an d act ; th e us e i n differen t language s an d culture s o f 
essential contrastin g terms , suc h a s good  an d bad,  high  an d low , 
and th e like ; and judgments i n different culture s of human nature , 
for instance , th e judgment tha t dominanc e an d aggressivenes s ar e 
usually found togethe r in the same people (Shwede r 1984b , 36). 

Such constancy , o r recognition o f constancy , i s the resul t o f th e 
need o f huma n being s t o surviv e i n a  worl d tha t set s al l o f the m 
similar tasks and forbids man y actions on pain even of death. To an 
animal, huma n o r not , experienc e i s neve r simpl y a  surfac e o f 
changing phenomena . Experienc e ha s its general structures , whic h 
each specie s cut s o r categorize s perceptuall y t o fit  it s biologica l 
needs, whil e huma n being s categoriz e linguistically , fo r mor e ab -
stract purposes as well (Ma c Cormac 1985 , 72-73). 

Let me give the example of human emotions to illustrate how th e 
simpler and more fixed in human life is related to the more complex 
and variable . Th e relativel y simpl e I  a m referrin g t o i s ordinar y 
emotion. I t has been shown tha t five or six basic emotions an d th e 
facial expression s by which they are recognized ar e widespread an d 
perhaps universa l amon g human beings . These emotions ar e anger , 
disgust, happiness , sadnes s (o r distress) , fear , an d surprise . Th e 
people wh o wer e observe d fo r th e studie s I  a m citin g include d 
Westerners, Japanese , Africans , an d Ne w Guineans , th e Ne w Gui -
neans havin g bee n chose n fo r thei r distanc e fro m Wester n cultur e 
—they had not seen movies, had not learned to speak or understand 
pidgin English , an d ha d neve r worked fo r an y Westerner . Th e con -
clusion drawn , tha t ther e migh t b e universa l emotion s an d facia l 
expressions, wa s supported b y a  study comparin g the facia l expres -
sions of blind childre n wit h thos e o f seeing children (Ekman , Frie -
sen, and Ellsworth 1982 , 141-43). 

It is needless to say that th e research I  refer to involved technica l 
problems tha t wer e no t alway s overcom e an d raise d question s t o 
which no sure answers were provided. I t is likely enough that young 
infants everywher e cr y in distress , show disgust a t unpleasan t tastes , 
are startled b y sudden lou d sounds , an d smile ; bu t w e kno w littl e 
about ho w emotio n o r it s expressio n ma y var y wit h sex , age , o r 
social o r cultural contex t (Ekma n an d Oste r 1982 , i47ff.) . Ther e i s 
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plenty o f evidenc e fo r bot h th e emotiona l unit y an d disunit y o f 
mankind (Heela s 1984 , 41) . 

A researche r int o emotio n i n it s cultura l contex t need s t o se e 
things broadl y an d ye t exactly . Th e tw o demand s ar e har d t o rec -
oncile, s o ther e i s tensio n betwee n th e researcher s wh o d o quicker , 
broader studies , o f th e sor t calle d epidemiological , whic h mak e 
heavy us e o f statistics , an d th e researcher s wh o stud y cultur e mor e 
qualitatively an d locall y an d wit h littl e o r n o statistics . "Th e epi -
demiologist view s th e ethnographer' s tas k a s 'impressionistic, ' 'an -
ecdotal, ' 'uncontrolled, ' 'messy, ' 'soft, ' 'unrigorous, ' 'unscientific' ; 
the ethnographer , i n nea r perfec t counterpoint , regard s th e epide -
miologist's wor k a s 'superficial, ' 'biased, ' 'pseudoscientific, ' 'in -
valid,' 'unscholarly. ' Tw o unequa l response s t o thi s tensio n ar e 
apparent: th e muc h mor e commo n i s t o pu t o n blinder s an d disre -
gard th e wor k o f th e other ; mor e rarely , researcher s attemp t t o 
combine th e tw o methods " (Kleinma n an d Goo d 1985 , 9-10) . 

The researcher s wh o find  mor e tha t i s differen t tha n commo n 
among differen t culture s ma y argue , a s I  hav e said , tha t w e appl y 
our ow n categorie s wher e the y d o no t fit  an d tha t eve n th e differ -
ence we mak e ou t betwee n emotio n an d cognitio n make s sense onl y 
in th e Wester n context s i n whic h i t wa s develope d (Lut z 1985 , 63) . 
In favo r o f suc h a  view , i t ha s bee n observe d tha t a  cultur e ma y 
group th e sign s b y whic h w e recogniz e emotiona l states , suc h a s 
depression, i n a  wa y tha t thos e i n th e Wes t find  strange—Chin a i s 
said t o b e a n exampl e (Schieffeli n 1985 , 101) . Grief , anger , an d 
guilt, thoug h the y exis t everywhere , ar e likel y t o b e described , 
explained, an d reacte d t o with differen t emphase s (ibid . 115) . 

This i s n o plac e t o g o int o detail , bu t th e mentio n o f depressio n 
suggests an exampl e tha t appear s t o be highly significan t fo r anthro -
pology an d comparativ e thought . Th e exampl e i s that o f depressiv e 
illness amon g th e Buddhist s o f Sr i Lank a (Ceylon) , a s describe d b y 
an anthropologist , whos e conclusion s ma y hol d fo r man y Buddhist s 
elsewhere. I n summary, h e says : 

Western psychiatrist s se e depressive  disorder  a s a  generalize d se -
vere hopelessness . Th e socia l caus e i s believe d t o b e a  los s o f love , 
self-esteem, o r security , a  los s tha t lead s t o negativ e feelings , suc h 
as shame, anger , distress , an d depression . Bu t althoug h thi s charac -
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terization ma y be acceptable i n the West, i t appear s strange to the 
anthropologist Gananat h Obeyesekere , wh o i s himsel f Sinhalese . 
The reason i s that th e symptoms tha t mar k the Westerner's depres-
sive disorder mark the Buddhist's ideal. This is because the Buddhist 
has been taugh t tha t lif e i s essentially painfu l an d that i n order t o 
escape th e pai n h e mus t first  realiz e tha t pleasur e i s a  snar e tha t 
imprisons us in pain, an d that th e pain, whic h stem s from egoism , 
is inescapabl e a s long a s the eg o persists. A  Buddhist mon k help s 
himself t o grasp the human conditio n b y meditating wit h a  carefu l 
elaboration o n the repulsiveness of each huma n conditio n an d stage. 
Among the meditations ther e is a set devoted to the stages of decay 
of a  corpse he actually observes . Buddhis t layme n accep t th e same 
ideal as the monk but work at its realization les s painstakingly. 

It shoul d no t b e imagine d tha t Buddhis t layme n o r monk s ar e 
quite unlik e non-Buddhist s i n thei r emotiona l reactions . The y dis -
play the usual huma n strength s and weaknesses, whethe r fro m our 
standpoint o r theirs . Bu t the y ar e al l th e whil e awar e tha t th e 
distant goal  i s Nirvana, th e superlative extinction , an d tha t com -
plete detachmen t fro m worldl y pleasur e an d complet e realizatio n 
of the painfulness o f life is a necessary prelude to the goal. They see 
the mor e devoted layme n an d monks makin g sincere effort s t o ap-
proach the goal and, for its sake, to renounce the life of pleasure or, 
more exactly, renounc e life itself . To them, sadness and depressive-
ness ar e instrument s fo r progress ; an d whe n the y ar e struc k b y 
psychic pain, the y react t o it, i f their educatio n ha s been effective , 
as something helpfu l t o genuine understanding . T o them, a  gener -
alized hopelessnes s i s a way of understanding th e world, whic h i s 
taken t o be objectively painfu l or , in Western philosophica l termi -
nology, ontologically painful . 

Are the effects o f the Buddhist idea l necessarily bad in a Western 
sense? I  do not think tha t th e answer i s as clear a s it may seem a t 
first. Westerners , too , have bee n attracte d t o ontologies of anxiet y 
or despair . Fo r recent times , th e philosophies o f Heidegger an d the 
earlier Sartr e ar e evidence enough . Bu t even i f the most conscien -
tiously respectfu l o f Westerner s wer e t o find  th e Buddhis t idea l 
negative, i t ha s been s o deeply inculcate d b y tradition , theology , 
and philosophy , no t to speak o f life itself , tha t ther e ar e no objec-
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tive argument s wit h forc e enoug h t o overcom e it . Eve n i f w e mak e 
the assumptio n tha t th e Buddhist s woul d submi t i f th e argument s 
were logicall y o r factuall y superio r t o an y the y coul d produce , w e 
are unable , I  a m sure , t o produc e an y tha t ar e logicall y superior ; 
and th e fact s w e migh t adduc e coul d probabl y b e pu t t o Buddhis t 
purposes a s well . 

Even i f thi s i s true , however , th e anthropologis t wh o mad e th e 
case I  hav e jus t state d agree s tha t th e mode s an d effect s o f depres -
sion ar e no t shape d b y one's culture alone . H e says, i n thi s no doub t 
revealing hi s Wester n training , tha t ther e i s a n operationa l cor e i n 
depression tha t mus t b e biogeneti c an d associate d wit h factor s tha t 
are likel y t o hav e som e cross-cultura l validity . Hi s moral i s that th e 
anthropological studen t o f depressio n ha s t o provid e himsel f wit h 
concepts flexibl e enoug h fo r it s study "i n it s existentia l dimension s 
and varyin g sociocultura l settings " (Obeyeseker e 1985 , 149-50) . 

It i s tru e tha t whe n i t come s t o values , religions , an d th e othe r 
complex, traditiona l expression s o f culture , person s ar e ap t t o re -
main immerse d i n a  whole tha t i s difficult t o compare precisel y an d 
impossible t o judg e i n a n unbiase d way , withou t th e intrusio n o f 
values tha t th e person s judge d refus e t o accept . Thei r preferenc e i s 
rooted i n thei r wa y o f life . Ye t i n thi s life , ever y shad e o f differenc e 
from u s i s accompanied, s o to speak doubled , b y a  shade o f likeness , 
and ever y shad e o f likenes s b y a  difference . Th e simpler , mor e basi c 
likenesses ar e i n arithmeti c an d geometr y a s put t o everyday use ; i n 
the mechanic s o f walking , running , building , an d speaking ; i n th e 
psychology o f helpin g an d harming ; an d i n th e othe r need s an d 
responses tha t mak e huma n being s member s o f th e sam e specie s 
living i n muc h th e sam e physica l world . Al l o f thes e preven t th e 
differences betwee n person s an d betwee n culture s fro m makin g thei r 
mutual isolatio n complet e o r beyond remedy . 

I hav e on e furthe r observation , o n languages . Ther e i s n o reaso n 
to doubt tha t the y to o have thei r constancie s an d inconstancie s an d 
are simila r an d dissimilar . Th e subtle , shiftin g balanc e betwee n th e 
similar an d dissimila r mak e the m extraordinaril y har d fo r a  strange r 
to lear n a s wel l a s a  nativ e (L . E . Goodman , 1988) . Th e anthropol -
ogist Raymon d Firt h recall s tha t h e ha s bee n occupie d fo r nearl y 
two decade s i n compilin g a  Tikopia-Englis h dictionary , wit h th e 
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help of a native of the Polynesian island, but finds the language stil l 
difficult. Hi s difficulty remind s him ho w approximat e muc h o f an -
thropological knowledg e i s and bring s ou t th e anthropologist' s de -
pendence on both intuition an d close observation. H e says: 

To make a dictionary is a task I can strongly recommend to any anthro-
pologist with a taste of humility. We may "speak the language" with some 
fluency, bu t havin g to face th e selection o f some thousands of glosses in 
assigning fairl y precis e yet succinc t "meaning " t o vernacula r word s de-
mands a scrutiny of defining qualitie s and perception of subtle categories 
that shows up one's deficiencies i n information an d example. (Firt h 1985, 
37) 

The languages spoken and written by the members of the differen t 
cultures, thoug h specialize d t o fit  th e historie s an d live s o f thos e 
who use them, hav e a n apparentl y infinit e capacit y t o enlarge an d 
modify themselve s by change in keeping with thei r old, establishe d 
natures and by the ingestion of words and syntactic expedients from 
other language s (L . E. Goodman 1988 , 322-23). Remarkably , whe n 
the socia l circumstance s requir e it , language s tha t develope d out -
side of the orbit of modern technology an d science adapt themselve s 
to it , thoug h perhaps slowly, an d surely with difficulty—the Chines e 
language is a good, well-known example (Bennet t 1967 ; J. Needham 
K970). 

It can happe n tha t a  language i n lon g contact wit h anothe r wil l 
swallow enoug h o f i t t o becom e a  near-equivalen t i n it s rang e o f 
meanings; bu t fo r al l it s nearness , th e first  languag e i s likel y t o 
show somethin g tha t parallel s a  wil l t o live , a  differenc e tha t ac -
companies it s acquire d similarit y an d seem s t o denatur e it . I  a m 
thinking, a s I say this, of the relationship between the Japanese an d 
Chinese languages . Th e tw o ar e b y natur e abou t a s differen t a s 
languages ca n be . Ye t th e Japanes e adopte d th e Chines e script , 
which carrie s with i t it s own inheren t meanings , t o represent thei r 
own, Japanes e meanings . Togethe r wit h th e script , the y adopte d 
Confucianism, Buddhism , an d Chines e poetry , music , calligraphy , 
and painting . Ther e wa s a  true , dee p interpenetratio n o f culture s 
and, alon g with it , dee p dissonance. I n the eighteenth century , th e 
scholar Motoor i Norinaga complained tha t Chines e linguistic form s 
and th e Chines e mentalit y tha t wen t wit h i t influence d th e Japa -
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nese t o se e thei r histor y an d literatur e i n th e ligh t o f Confucia n o r 
Buddhist conception s o f history , an d no t thei r own . Chines e logic , 
he complained, wa s substituted fo r Japanese, an d Chines e ornamen -
tation fo r Japanese simplicit y an d direc t feeling . Althoug h th e Jap -
anese wer e finally  abl e "t o empt y th e Chines e writin g syste m o f it s 
burden o f content " an d learne d t o infus e Confucianis m an d Bud -
dhism wit h Japanes e content , th e Japanes e languag e an d cultur e 
were penetrate d and , s o t o speak , fracture d b y th e Chinese . "Th e 
elemental fractur e traverse s th e entir e semioti c field  o f Japan an d 
has persiste d throug h th e centurie s an d sprea d numerou s smalle r 
fissures throug h th e entir e cultura l continuum " (Pollac k 1986 , 19 , 
3J>4i>44, 53) -

It appear s tha t eac h languag e i s th e uniqu e contex t fo r th e cul -
ture tha t make s us e o f it , jus t a s th e cultur e i s th e uniqu e contex t 
for th e us e o f th e language . Th e languag e may , however , includ e a 
good dea l o f another , s o tha t it s uniquenes s i s no t a n impregnabl e 
barrier. 

Languages tha t conve y a  proud tradition—ar e ther e an y bu t Esper -
anto tha t d o not?—ar e know n b y thei r user s t o b e incomparabl y 
beautiful an d potent . Tak e Sanskri t a s a n example . Th e ver y wor d 
means wel l forme d o r perfected , tha t is , a  languag e forme d b y th e 
sacred, purifyin g instrumen t o f gramma r (Reno u 1956 , 6-7).  I n 
India, th e foreigner s o r mleccha  were , i n th e litera l meanin g o f th e 
term, stammerers,  whos e countries , languages , an d conversatio n 
were forbidde n t o Hindu s b y thei r traditiona l la w books , notabl y 
the on e ascribe d t o Manu , th e suppose d fathe r o f humankind . Th e 
Vedic hymn s sai d tha t th e hol y word s the y containe d wer e revela -
tory light , creation , an d ultimat e realit y (Reno u 1955 ; Staal 1977) . 
Referring t o Sanskrit , th e mode l language , th e seventh-centur y phi -
losopher-grammarian Bhartrihar i insiste d tha t becaus e experience , 
action, an d though t wer e possibl e onl y b y mean s o f words , th e 
Word wa s realit y itsel f (Dravi d 1972 , 209-14; Biardea u 1964) . 

Although th e Jew s were , t o begi n with , les s metaphysicall y in -
clined tha n th e Hindus , the y cam e t o believ e tha t th e Word , trans -
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mitted in the sacred language, had a separate being, which preceded 
creation (Efro s 1964 , 69-72) . It s letter s wer e hel d t o hav e secre t 
powers, which coul d accomplis h miracle s and stave off death . An d 
in Islamic lands, Arabic was honored a s the best and most beautifu l 
of languages, the only truly valid one for the message God transmit-
ted b y it s mean s (Garde t 1970 , 571-76).  A s amon g th e Jews , th e 
scripture in its original language was thought to have existed befor e 
it was revealed. 

The idea tha t eac h languag e embodie s a  distinctive metaphysic s 
depends upon two other ideas . The first,  that languag e and though t 
are identical , ca n b e foun d i n th e Wester n traditio n a s earl y a s 
Plato, wh o hel d tha t thinkin g wa s a  silen t dialogu e o f th e min d 
with itsel f (Sophist,  263) . The secon d idea , tha t eac h languag e i s 
unique and only imperfectly translatable , i s held by many thinkers . 
I do no t kno w ho w fa r bac k thi s ide a goes , bu t i t i s convenient t o 
start wit h Lock e an d Condilla c (Aarslef f 1982) . Locke argue d tha t 
each languag e reflecte d a  differen t manne r o f lif e an d containe d 
words tha t hav e n o clos e equivalen t i n another . I n hi s Essay  on 
Human Understanding  h e wrote, "Though they have Words, which 
in Translatio n an d Dictionaries , ar e suppose d t o answe r on e an -
other; yet ther e i s scarce one o f ten , amon g th e name s o f comple x 
Ideas .  .  .  tha t stand s fo r th e sam e precis e Idea,  whic h th e Wor d 
does tha t i n th e Dictionar y i t i s rendered by " (B k III , chap . 5 , sec. 
8). Condillac , who was in general influenced b y Locke, argued tha t 
every people had its own character and experience and therefore it s 
own distinctiv e language , wit h a  particula r 'genius ' o f it s ow n 
(Condillac [1746] 1947, 2.1.15). 

German thinkers , preoccupie d wit h th e statu s o f thei r ow n lan -
guage, too k t o thi s attitud e wit h romanti c enthusiasm . Fairl y o r 
not, I  represen t thei r though t insofa r a s i t concern s u s b y tha t o f 
Wilhelm vo n Humboldt , diploma t an d philologist , whos e knowl -
edge extende d fro m Gree k t o Sanskrit , Chinese , Kawi , an d th e 
American India n languages . Humbold t wen t s o fa r a s t o sa y tha t 
"the spiritual characteristics and the linguistic structure of a people 
stand i n a  relationship o f such indissolubl e fusio n that , give n one , 
we shoul d b e abl e t o deriv e th e othe r entirel y fro m it . .  .  .  Lan -
guage i s th e externa l manifestation , a s i t were , o f th e spiri t o f a 
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nation. It s languag e i s it s spiri t an d it s spiri t it s language : on e ca n 
hardly thin k o f the m a s sufficientl y identical " (Cowa n 1963 , 277) . 
This vie w gav e suppor t t o th e linguisti c nationalists—Humbold t 
was no t on e o f them—and mad e i t eas y t o equat e nationa l surviva l 
and purit y wit h th e surviva l an d purit y o f a  particular language . 

The thinker s wh o believe d tha t eac h languag e embodie d a  dis -
tinctive metaphysic s usuall y pu t thei r vie w i n bot h a  weaker an d a 
stronger for m (Pen n 1972 , 14-15) . Th e weaker , mor e plausibl e for m 
is that languag e influence s bu t doe s no t determin e thought . Fo r th e 
sake o f clarit y an d economy , I  wil l discus s onl y th e other , mor e 
extreme form . 

To appreciat e th e extrem e form , thin k first  o f language s a s indi -
viduals. I f eac h languag e i s individual , i t i s so , th e argumen t says , 
in al l it s manifestation s becaus e ever y wor d i n a  languag e i s t o b e 
grasped i n th e contex t o f th e whole . (Humbold t sai d tha t th e wor d 
presupposed th e whol e o f the languag e a s a  semantic an d grammat -
ical structur e [Robin s 1967 , 175]. ) N o word ha s a n isolate d being . I t 
is situate d o n th e environ s o f othe r words , whic h intercep t it , op -
pose it , an d coincid e wit h i t i n part . N o tw o word s i n th e sam e 
language hav e identica l meaning s nor , a  fortiori , d o tw o word s i n 
different languages . 

Words joi n i n conceptua l fields,  eac h o f whic h relate s t o som e 
relatively well-define d are a o f experience (Luri a 1982) . The ordere d 
relationship o f th e word s make s i t th e mor e eviden t tha t th e mean -
ing o f eac h i s dependen t o n eac h o f th e others . Analogou s fields  i n 
different language s ar e differen t becaus e the y relat e t o differen t 
words tha t relate , i n turn , t o differen t words ; an d word s an d fields 
are differen t fro m languag e t o languag e becaus e the y divid e o r 
categorize th e worl d differently . T o tak e a n interesting—t o u s ob -
scure—example, amon g th e Dogon , wh o liv e i n Mali , th e thou -
sands o f insect s the y kno w ar e divide d b y the m int o familie s lik e 
those w e recogniz e and , a s well , int o group s tha t reflec t symboli c 
kinships wit h th e lif e o f huma n beings . "Acros s th e classificatio n 
into familie s ther e appear s anothe r classificatio n whic h cut s throug h 
the first  i n a  wa y whic h correspond s t o al l th e strat a o f th e cultur e 
and t o a  global visio n o f the universe " (Calame-Griaul e 1977 , 154) . 

Preoccupation wit h word s an d categorie s shoul d no t caus e u s t o 
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forget th e sensuous qualities o f every language , t o which it s speak-
ers respond without knowing how or why—the language's peculiar, 
peculiarly forme d an d voice d sounds ; it s nuance s impossibl e fo r a 
foreigner t o imitate; it s musicality, whic h i s the rhythm an d inton -
ation i n whic h it s sound s ar e uttered ; an d even , a s i n ancien t 
Egyptian o r Chinese , it s pictoria l qualitie s or , a s i n Chines e o r 
Arabic, the gestural qualit y o f its written characters . To put every -
thing—words, fields , categories , sensuou s qualities—i n a n inade -
quate imag e of relationships: A  language i s composed o f hyperthi n 
threads i n a  unique hypercomple x web , n o strand o f which ca n b e 
touched withou t transferrin g it s particular tensio n t o al l the other s 
and changin g th e patter n o f tension s o f th e whol e web . Th e lan -
guage always responds like a single complex being. 

Though I  wil l no t stres s th e point , th e descriptio n o f eac h lan -
guage a s a  uniqu e individua l ca n b e extende d t o eac h dialec t an d 
argot. Distinc t group s o f th e speaker s o f a  languag e ar e likel y t o 
develop a  distinc t vocabulary , imagery , an d se t o f idioms , a s wel l 
as their ow n variation s o f syntax. Fo r instance, th e negativit y an d 
violence embodied i n the argo t o f criminals express defiance o f th e 
larger society , whil e it s inventiv e playfulnes s expresse s a  jaunt y 
attitude i n th e fac e o f enmit y an d trouble . Th e technicalit y o f 
criminal argot s is also a professional advantage , even a  need, whil e 
its secrecy give s psychological comfort . Eac h argo t evidentl y bear s 
the exac t mark s of th e time , place , an d circumstance s i n whic h i t 
was invented an d used . 

It i s no t difficul t t o pres s th e individualit y o f languag e t o th e 
paradoxical extrem e b y now familia r t o us. Condillac wrote , "I t i s 
enough to study a  human bein g for a  while to learn hi s language; I 
say hi s language , fo r everyon e ha s hi s ow n accordin g t o hi s pas -
sions," and "th e same words spoken b y the same mouth hav e quit e 
different significations " (Aarslef f 1982 , 344) . I n th e word s o f an -
other Frenc h thinker , Turgot , "Neithe r tw o human beings , nor per-
haps the same human bein g a t differen t times , attac h precisel y th e 
same idea t o the same words" (Aarslef f 1982 , 344). 

Despite this emphasis on the individual, i t was agreed that socia l 
life minimize d th e difference s betwee n individuals . Humboldt' s vie w 
was that th e predisposition fo r languag e was inseparable from tha t 
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for sociability . I t woul d neve r hav e occurre d t o a n isolate d huma n 
being, h e said, t o hi t upo n th e notio n o f speaking because " a huma n 
being understand s himsel f merel y i n s o fa r a s h e ha s tentativel y 
tested th e understan d ability o f hi s words o n others' ' (Aarslef f 1982 , 
344-5). Language , h e added , ha d th e extraordinar y abilit y t o mak e 
a conceptio n objectiv e withou t deprivin g i t o f it s subjectivity . Th e 
subjective neve r vanished , "fo r no t eve n i n th e mos t advance d 
culture an d whe n i t concern s th e simples t thing s doe s on e perso n 
fully an d thoroughl y understan d another " (Aarslef f 1982 , 343) . 

To expres s i t a  littl e differently , th e individua l ma y i n a  sense b e 
said t o spea k tw o language s a t once , th e ordinary , publi c languag e 
and hi s ow n individua l language , whic h i s privat e t o th e exten t 
that it s individuality i s not full y graspe d b y others. I  do not kno w i f 
1 am goin g beyond Humboldt ; bu t I  add tha t becaus e one's languag e 
is in par t unique , i t i s forever als o private, privat e i n a  double sense , 
to others, wh o canno t understan d i t completely , an d t o the speaker , 
who speak s i t ou t bu t canno t fatho m i t all , fo r i t i s a s muc h a 
medium fo r th e individua l t o conceal a s to reveal hi s meaning, eve n 
from himself , who m h e to o doe s no t full y understand . I f so , ou r 
very us e o f languag e make s i t clea r tha t w e ca n neve r completel y 
understand wha t i t i s tha t w e sa y t o on e another . Th e languag e o f 
schizophrenics ofte n pushe s thi s possibilit y t o it s extrem e an d ex -
presses a n overwhelmin g privacy . 

Since roughl y th e 1940s , th e discussio n o n th e metaphysic s o f 
languages ha s usuall y begu n wit h wha t i s calle d "th e Sapir-Whor f 
hypothesis." Th e anthropologis t an d linguis t Edwar d Sapir , wh o 
was usuall y moderate , rathe r immoderatel y said : 

The fac t o f th e matte r i s tha t th e "rea l world " i s t o a  larg e exten t 
unconsciously buil t u p on th e languag e habit s o f th e group . N o two lan -
guages ar e eve r sufficientl y simila r t o b e considere d a s representin g th e 
same social reality . The worlds in which societie s live are distinct worlds , 
not merel y th e same world wit h differen t label s attached . (Pen n 1972 , 23; 
Schaff 1973 , 59) 

Whorf, a  studen t o f Sapir , calle d hi s ow n vie w " a ne w principl e 
of relativity , whic h hold s tha t al l observer s ar e no t le d b y th e sam e 
physical evidenc e t o th e sam e pictur e o f th e universe , unles s thei r 
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linguistic background s ar e similar , o r ca n i n som e way s b e cali -
brated" (Whor f 1956 , 214). Whorf explained : 

The background linguistic system (i n other words, the grammar) o f each 
language i s no t merel y a  reproducin g instrumen t fo r voicin g idea s bu t 
rather is itself the shaper of ideas, the program and guide for the individu-
al's mental activity , fo r his analysis of impressions, for his synthesis of his 
mental stock in trade. (212 ) 

At on e point , forgettin g caution , Whor f sai d tha t a  person' s 
"thinking itsel f i s in a  language—in English , i n Sanskrit , i n Chinese " 
(252). 

As i s wel l known , Whor f dre w man y o f hi s detaile d example s 
from th e Hop i language . Thi s language , h e wrote , i s abl e i n a 
pragmatic sense to account for and correctly describe al l the observ-
able phenomena o f the universe . I t gives a  consistent, vali d descrip-
tion o f the m i n it s ow n way , jus t a s Euclidea n an d non-Euclidea n 
geometries "give an equally perfect account of space configurations' ' 
(70) . 

Whorf was particularly intereste d i n the linguisti c representatio n 
of time, o f which h e said: 

I find i t gratuitou s t o assum e tha t a  Hop i wh o know s only  th e Hop i 
language an d the cultura l idea s of hi s own societ y ha s the same notions , 
often suppose d to be intuitions, o f time and space that we have , an d that 
are generall y assume d t o b e universal . I n particular , h e ha s n o genera l 
notion or intuition of time as a smooth flowing continuum in which every-
thing proceeds at an equal rate , out of a  future, throug h a  present, int o a 
past; or , i n which , t o reverse the picture , th e observer i s being carried in 
the stream of duration continuousl y awa y fro m a  past an d into a  future. 
. .  .  Henc e th e Hop i languag e contain s n o referenc e t o "time, " eithe r 
explicit or implicit. (58-9 ) 

Whorf wa s no t onl y intereste d i n th e metaphysica l difference s 
between Hop i an d Standard Average  European  bu t believed Hop i t o 
be i n essentia l way s superior . It s analysi s o f reality , h e said , wa s 
largely in terms of events or, a s he preferred, "eventing. " Therefore , 
because Hop i di d no t objectif y tim e a s quantity , i t di d not , lik e 
Standard Average European , len d itsel f to our unfortunate effort s t o 
"save" time . Th e Europea n sens e o f tim e a s a n evenl y scale d an d 
limitless tape-measur e lead s us , h e said , t o behav e mor e ofte n a s i f 

115 



THE DILEMMA OF CONTEXT 

events were unifor m an d monotonou s an d influence s us , i n way s h e 
did no t specify , t o be careless (154) . Metaphysically , h e said : 

We cut up nature, organize it into concepts, and ascribe significances a s we 
do, largel y becaus e w e ar e parties t o a n agreemen t tha t hold s throughou t 
our speech community an d is codified i n the patterns of our language. This 
agreement is , o f course , a n implici t an d unstate d one , but  its  terms  are 
absolutely obligatory;  w e canno t tal k a t al l excep t b y subscribing t o th e 
organization an d classificatio n o f dat a whic h th e agreemen t decrees . 
(213-4) 

Whorf's anthropologica l colleague s tende d t o agre e wit h him , 
although the y usuall y shie d awa y fro m hi s extrem e position . A s I 
have mentioned , philosopher s suc h a s Quine, Feyerabend , an d Winc h 
also agree d wit h him—Quine' s vie w ha s ofte n bee n discussed , s o I 
will retur n t o it . However , t o m y knowledg e n o investigatio n o f 
language, no t eve n o f Hopi , whic h furnishe d Whor f wit h hi s mai n 
evidence, ha s give n unqualifie d suppor t t o th e extrem e for m o f hi s 
hypothesis. Mayb e hi s caree r wa s no t lon g enoug h fo r hi m t o de -
velop hi s positio n i n convincin g detail . A t an y rate , a  tri o o f ex -
perts, includin g a  nativ e Hop i grammarian , no w den y hi s clai m 
that th e Hop i languag e i s radicall y incommensurabl e wit h Euro -
pean languages . The y particularl y den y hi s clai m tha t i t contain s 
no words , forms , constructions , o r expression s tha t refe r directl y t o 
time (Voegelin , Voegelin , an d Jeann e 1979 , 582 ; McCormac k an d 
Wurm 1977 , 497-98) . Th e expert s wh o mak e thi s denia l thin k tha t 
a mor e balance d judgmen t ca n b e mad e i f w e contras t wha t i s 
peculiar t o Hop i wit h wha t i t share s wit h a t leas t som e Europea n 
languages. 

An interestin g bu t unconvincin g attemp t ha s bee n mad e t o sho w 
a pola r distanc e betwee n biblica l Hebre w an d earl y Gree k (Boma n 
i960; refuted b y Bar r 1961) . To deal wit h th e problem o f the unique -
ness o f language s i n a  mor e concentrate d way , specialist s hav e 
written a  serie s o f studie s o f th e philosophicall y interestin g ver b to 
be (Verhae r 1967-) . Ther e i s a  particularl y interestin g contras t 
between th e autho r o f th e stud y o f th e verb' s Chines e equivalents , 
Angus Graham , an d th e autho r o f th e stud y o f th e ver b i n Greek , 
Charles Kahn . Graha m explain s tha t Chines e i s i n on e importan t 
respect s o philosophically superio r tha t i t i s hard, an d mayb e impos -
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sible, t o translat e certai n fallaciou s Europea n philosophica l text s 
into Chinese : Th e clarit y o f Chines e wil l no t suffe r th e muddl e 
encouraged b y Europea n language s (Graha m 1967) . I n shar p con -
trast, Kah n explain s tha t th e juxtapositio n o f use s criticize d b y 
Graham a s a weakness in Greek and other Indo-European language s 
is neithe r accidenta l no r muddled , bu t natural , justifiable , an d 
fruitful. 

I think i t wil l b e helpful i f I  summarize th e contrastin g view s of 
Graham an d Kahn . A s Graha m point s out , Chines e i s no t onl y 
sharply differen t fro m th e Indo-Europea n languages , bu t i s uniqu e 
in havin g a n independen t philosophica l tradition . Thi s traditio n 
emphasizes social an d political thought . I t also has an independen t 
beginning o f th e stud y o f logica l problem s an d o f th e conceptua l 
analysis of philosophical problems (Graha m 1978 , Reding 1986). 

In Chinese, Graham tell s us, the affirmation o f existence i s made 
possible by a  number o f different verbs , each wit h it s own nuance s 
of meaning . I  lis t th e verb s onl y i n orde r t o poin t ou t wha t i s 
missing fro m th e standpoin t o f Englis h an d simila r languages . Th e 
verbs ar e yu, $hih,  shih  (writte n wit h a  differen t character) , jan, 
and wei . Their basic meanings are : foryu, "ther e is" or "have"; fo r 
shih, "th e aforementioned' ' o r "the one in question"; for the second 
shih, "i s solid" or "is real"; for jan, "i s so" or "is thus"; and for wei, 
"make," "do, " or "regar d as"—tha t is , "satisf y th e condition s fo r 
being regarded as" something or other. 

I excuse mysel f fo r havin g simplified an d fo r havin g omitte d th e 
nuances o f thes e existentia l verbs . Th e importan t poin t t o not e i s 
that ther e i s n o ful l equivalen t o f th e Indo-Europea n to  be,  a n 
equivalent tha t combine s the sense of existence as such ("Ma n is" ) 
with th e sens e o f th e unio n o f subjec t wit h predicat e ("Ma n i s 
intelligent"). The latter, copulativ e function o f the verb accustom s 
speakers o f Englis h an d simila r language s t o deman d tha t ever y 
sentence hav e a  verb , althoug h i t ofte n seem s omissibl e withou t 
any los s of meaning ("Ma n intelligent") . Philosophers , amon g the m 
Bertrand Russell , hav e ofte n commente d o n th e ambiguit y o f th e 
English is  tha t result s fro m combinin g suc h differen t use s a s th e 
assertion of existence, of union or prediction, an d of identity ("Ma n 
is the rational animal") . 
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I go on with th e contrast betwee n Chines e and English and simi-
lar languages . I n Chines e on e says tha t ther e i s something o r tha t 
one has  something, whil e i n Englis h an d othe r Indo-Europea n lan -
guages on e ca n sa y quit e directl y o f anythin g tha t i t is.  Further -
more, i n English , a s in Greek , Latin , an d othe r Indo-Europea n lan -
guages, i t i s eas y t o transfor m qualities , lik e th e qualit y o f bein g 
beautiful, int o abstrac t noun s an d say , "Beaut y is. " I n Chines e 
there is no natural way to create such abstrac t nouns . (Bu t a Chinese 
who wants t o do so is able to turn a  verb or adjective int o a  noun , 
though wit h a  residue o f ambiguity , s o I  am no t sur e what weigh t 
should b e assigne d t o Graham' s distinction , whic h I  repeat jus t a s 
he makes it.) 

The consequenc e o f the differenc e betwee n language s i s that al -
though th e Chinese form abstrac t concept s easily , the y find it diffi -
cult "t o Platonise , t o tal k abou t abstraction s a s though the y wer e 
rarefied things " (Graha m 1967 , 17). It is extremely difficult t o trans-
late Kant's disproof of the ontological argument , i n which he makes 
the observatio n tha t existenc e i s no t a  predicate , becaus e Kan t 
himself use s to be  as if it were a single word combining the existen -
tial an d copulativ e functions , whil e "Chines e doe s no t allo w th e 
mistake which Kan t i s exposing" (34) . Passages in Plat o and Hege l 
are difficul t t o translat e fo r th e sam e reason . Attempte d transla -
tions ma y see m adequat e "bu t ofte n leav e on e doubtfu l whethe r 
they ca n b e wholl y intelligibl e t o anyon e wh o doe s no t hav e 
the Wester n equivalent s i n mind " (32) . Graha m remark s tha t 
"it i s curious t o watc h Chines e translator s strugglin g t o reproduc e 
Western fallacie s i n a  languag e which , whateve r it s defects , 
does no t permi t on e t o mak e thes e particula r fallacies " (1967 , 
35-36). 

What make s sens e i n on e languag e ma y mak e nonsens e i n an -
other, a s Graham believes , bu t tha t doe s not solv e th e questio n o f 
which language , i f any, i s right, an d what i t i s that make s sense or 
nonsense, no t i n a  particula r language , bu t i n philosophy—i f th e 
distinction betwee n philosoph y an d languag e ca n reall y b e made . 
On this issue, Kahn, the author of the study of the Greek be, takes a 
position diametricall y oppose d t o Graham's . H e agree s tha t th e 
history o f th e Wester n doctrin e o f Bein g i s formed b y th e usag e of 
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the verb, and agrees that Plato's Ideas and Aristotle's categories and 
metaphysics o f substanc e an d attribut e ar e consonan t wit h th e 
Greek language rathe r than with Chines e or Arabic. Bu t Kahn re-
jects th e opinio n tha t th e us e o f th e Gree k be  i n predicatio n i s 
secondary an d misleading. H e says that even if the uses of the verb 
cannot b e reduce d t o a  singl e unambiguou s meaning , the y ma y 
have a  certai n conceptua l unity ; an d h e trie s t o sho w ho w the y 
developed togethe r naturall y an d helped t o give Gree k philosoph y 
its characteristic temper and power. 

By Kahn' s account , th e us e o f th e Gree k ver b in predicatio n i s 
central becaus e i t indicates , thoug h onl y quit e loosely , tha t th e 
attribute belongs to the subject and that the sentence asserting this 
is claimed to be true (Kah n 1973 , 95). The Homeric to  be  is already 
colored b y a  sense o f place , existence , an d belonging , al l o f the m 
reflected i n moder n idioms , suc h a s "is in th e state of " o r "this i s 
how thing s stand, " which conve y th e feelin g commo n t o ancien t 
Greek and ancient Greek thought that the subject of a sentence and 
anything else that i s thought or talked about must have some con-
ceptual stabilit y t o hav e a  clai m t o truth . "Th e ver b be,  i n it s 
existential use , i s thus th e ver b par excellence,  no t becaus e i t af -
firms o r predicates some attribute of the subject but because it poses 
the subjec t itself , a s agen t i n th e 'primar y act ' o f existenc e an d 
hence a s a  possibl e subjec t fo r th e secondar y act s o r operation s 
signified by other verbs" (80). 

To continue with Kahn' s account, Greek , lik e any other natural 
language, exhibite d variou s conceptua l tendencies , man y i n con -
flict wit h on e another , s o tha t laten t i n th e languag e ther e wer e 
many alternativ e ontologies , whic h philosopher s discovere d an d 
articulated (2-3 , 394) . Yet Greek philosophical though t showed an 
interest tha t wedde d i t fro m th e beginnin g "t o science, t o mathe -
matics, an d to the truth  i n cognition an d in statement." I t is thi s 
interest that made the uses of the verb to be  of such importance in 
Greece an d tha t "determine d th e impersona l for m o f th e Eleatic -
Platonic concept s o f Being , a s th e stabl e basi s fo r statemen t an d 
cognition" (418) . The philosophical accomplishmen t o f the Greeks 
was therefore mad e easier for them by the language they spoke. In 
Kahn's words: 
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In its second-order semantic uses of eimi th e language had already brough t 
to the fore and articulated in easily recognizable form, the notions of "what 
there is " an d "wha t i s th e case " tha t ar e presen t bu t laten t i n th e mor e 
elementary, descriptiv e for m o f th e ver b i n ordinar y predication . Wha t 
greater service could the Greek language render to philosophy than to bring 
together thes e thre e concepts—predication , existence , an d truth—withi n 
the idiomatic system of uses of its most fundamental verb ? (419) 

It appear s tha t neithe r o f th e tw o expert s ca n refrai n fro m 
siding wit h th e languag e h e studie s an d praisin g it s abilit y t o kee p 
us from erro r o r lead u s to the truth . Ye t th e fac t tha t th e tw o diffe r 
on wha t i s error an d wha t i s truth doe s not kee p them fro m agreein g 
that language s do not coerc e bu t rathe r predispos e an d s o do neithe r 
more no r les s than mak e on e kin d o f statemen t easie r t o articulat e 
than another . I  think w e should accep t thei r joint verdic t a s true . 

Even thoug h language s hav e thei r nativ e predispositions , histor y 
shows thei r surprisin g power s o f philosophica l an d scientifi c adap -
tation. Gree k i s ver y differen t fro m Arabi c an d Hebrew , an d San -
skrit an d Pal i ar e very different fro m Chinese , bu t w e can follo w th e 
translation o f Plat o an d Aristotl e fro m Gree k int o Lati n an d fro m 
Greek int o Arabi c an d Hebrew , an d fro m the m bac k int o th e mod -
ern Europea n languages ; an d w e ca n follo w th e translatio n o f Bud -
dhist though t fro m Sanskri t o r Pal i int o Tibeta n an d Chines e an d 
into moder n Europea n language s an d sometime s eve n bac k fro m 
Tibetan int o Chinese an d Sanskrit . A t every step there were difficul t 
adjustments, an d error s wer e made ; bu t translators , themselve s ofte n 
bilingual, wer e persisten t an d correcte d on e another , use d nativ e 
speakers, an d sometime s worke d i n cooperativ e groups . Th e en d 
results were n o doubt imperfec t bu t ofte n surprisingl y accurate , an d 
the essential s wer e transferre d philosophicall y fro m on e languag e 
and cultur e int o another . Th e changes tha t wer e made a s a resul t o f 
the transfe r wer e i n th e en d dictate d mor e b y th e impulses , socia l 
and personal , tha t lea d thinker s fro m on e positio n t o anothe r tha n 
by th e differen t metaphysic s suppose d t o b e laten t i n th e differen t 
languages (Scharfstei n 1978 , 35-47)-

What I  hav e bee n sayin g ma y see m t o conflic t wit h Quine' s 
opinion tha t w e canno t verif y a  "radical  translation, " on e made , 
he specifies , fro m th e tal k o f a  newl y discovere d peopl e whos e 
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language ha s no kinship with an y we know. Quin e assume s a  con-
dition in which there are no useful hint s to translation and no chain 
of interpreter s stretchin g fro m th e ne w languag e t o a  know n one . 
Everything ha s t o b e worked ou t fro m wha t i s noticed ''impingin g 
on th e native' s surface s an d th e observabl e behavior , voca l an d 
otherwise, of the native' ' (Quin e i960 , 28). 

The issu e a s Quine raise s i t o f course require s th e acceptanc e o f 
certain of Quine's linguistic doctrines. One of these doctrines is that 
terms an d sentence s ar e no t fixe d label s t o b e attache d t o ideas , 
which ar e store d awa y i n th e mind . Anothe r i s tha t differen t lan -
guages do not "cut up " the whole of experience in the same way. 

If we grant Quine his initial condition an d his doctrines, how can 
a linguist be sure that any proposed translation really fits? Whatever 
the translation , i t cannot b e adequately tested , an d i t mus t remai n 
equivocal or indeterminate. The difficulty i s much the same as that 
seen b y Locke in th e dictionary equivalent s o f foreign word s but i s 
compounded b y a  vie w lik e Humboldt's , tha t th e utteranc e o f a 
single wor d presuppose s th e whol e o f tha t languag e a s a  semanti c 
and grammatica l structure . Quin e himself , wh o repeat s Wittgen -
stein's formulaic "understandin g a  sentence means understanding a 
language," think s i t applie s onl y t o highl y theoretica l sentences , 
like on e abou t neutrino s lackin g mas s (i960 , 76).  H e says , mor e 
radically, "I t make s n o difference tha t th e linguis t wil l tur n bilin -
gual an d com e t o think a s the natives do—whatever tha t means, " 
and "Eve n w e wh o gre w u p togethe r an d learne d Englis h a t th e 
same knee , o r adjacen t ones , tal k alik e fo r n o othe r reaso n tha n 
that societ y coache d u s alik e i n a  patter n o f verba l respons e t o 
externally observabl e clues . We have been beaten int o a n outwar d 
conformity t o a n outwar d standard " tha t fa r exceed s anythin g th e 
linguist ca n experienc e with hi s "heathens." I f the linguis t fail s t o 
make tolerable sentence-to-sentence correlation s and succeeds only 
"by din t o f a n ugl y an d comple x mas s o f correlations , the n h e i s 
entitled t o say .  .  .  that hi s heathens have a  very different attitud e 
toward realit y from ours ; and even so he cannot coherentl y sugges t 
what their attitude is. Nor, in principle, is the natural bilingua l an y 
better off" (1969 , 5-6) . 

It turns out tha t Quin e is willing to apply his view of the indeter -
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minacy of translation t o two speakers of the same language, thoug h 
he appears to do so more out of principle than out of the belief tha t 
they d o no t reall y understan d on e another . I n confirmatio n o f hi s 
skepticism, h e recalls the predicament o f private worlds in mental -
istic philosophy , speculate s tha t differen t neura l hookup s ca n ac -
count fo r th e sam e verba l behavior , an d raise s th e possibilit y o f 
semantic differences betwee n tw o speakers that ar e not i n any way 
revealed i n thei r actions . "I t i s ironic/' he says, "that th e interlin -
guistic cas e i s les s noticed , fo r i t i s jus t her e tha t th e semanti c 
indeterminacy makes clear empirical sense" (i960, 79). He also puts 
the rhetorica l question , "Mus t w e equat e ou r neighbor' s Englis h 
words wit h th e sam e string s o f phoneme s i n ou r ow n mouths? " 
(1969,46). 

When Quin e applie s hi s indeterminacy thesi s t o tw o speaker s of 
the same language , h e i s applying a  version o f common skepticis m 
adapted t o hi s understanding o f th e natur e o f language . H e think s 
he i s right t o compar e hi s position wit h tha t o f the mentalis t wh o 
finds no sur e exit s ou t o f th e privat e world s i n whic h al l huma n 
beings live. Any answers directed agains t Quine can be rebutted b y 
him, a s we know fro m lon g experience wit h skeptics , no t t o spea k 
of th e mentalis t hole d u p i n th e privat e worl d ou t o f whic h h e 
shoots his doubts at us. Incidentally, i t is not clear to me how Quine 
can b e s o skeptica l an d relativisti c abou t languag e an d remai n 
otherwise so firmly naturalistic an d behavioristic; or, if it is clear to 
me how, i n the sense of what reason s he would give , i t i s not clea r 
why, i n the psychological sense , when h e might just a s easily hav e 
taken another , psychologically more consistent position . 

With respec t to radical translation , 1  admi t tha t th e empiricist i n 
me wants t o tak e over . Ther e ar e some languages tha t hav e neve r 
been translated , bu t thes e hav e n o mor e tha n a n archeologica l 
existence. Ho w man y instance s ar e ther e o f livin g languages , n o 
matter how different fro m familia r ones , that have not yielded thei r 
basic meaning s t o knowing , determine d efforts ? Th e America n In -
dian language s ar e radically differen t an d hav e been translate d al l 
the same. 

Quine's idealize d eliminatio n o f clue s an d connectin g chain s o f 
translators and of a realistic or detailed context tends to confine hi s 
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question, a s I  assume he wants , t o theory rather than t o practica l 
experience (Kir k 1986 , 34-35) . Bu t the context o f Quine's doctrine 
seems to me not only idealized bu t excessively vague . I t has clear 
signs of a  thought experimen t based , first , o n a  positivistic view of 
evidence, second , o n a  behavioristi c vie w o f learning , and , third , 
on the absence of the contextual aids almost certainly present in an 
empirical situation. However , Quine is not consistently asceti c and 
does no t reall y depriv e himsel f o f th e empirica l world . H e refer s 
often t o th e child' s learnin g o f languag e bu t doe s no t as k himsel f 
whether hi s behavioristi c accoun t i s empirically adequate . I f it i s 
not, hi s argumen t ma y founder . I n keepin g wit h hi s theoretica l 
view, h e assumes that bilingual s are unable to overcome th e inde-
terminacy of translation; but he does not ask if there is any empiri-
cal evidence on the abilit y of real bilinguals to reduce the indeter-
minacy, or if the two languages that bilinguals know seem empirically 
to constitute a kind of single language, as he prefers to argue (Gros-
jean 1982 , chap 5). He directs no questions at simultaneous transla-
tors, nor does he ask if anything is known of actual situations such 
as the one he imagines to begin with. As I have pointed out earlier, 
American Indian s too k Englishme n an d Frenchmen captive . Wer e 
there no captives who knew nothing to begin with of the language 
of thei r captors , an d wer e ther e n o captor s who kne w practicall y 
nothing of the language of their captives? What happened, and does 
what happened seem to Quine to bear on the adequacy of his views? 

Fortunately, Quin e is prepared to assume that children do in fact 
learn the same language an d can in fact speak to other people and 
that what they say, hear, and presumably construe has its adequacy 
verified i n th e onl y wa y i n whic h adequac y ca n be , b y repeate d 
experience (Quin e 1969 , 6-11). I s the difference betwee n the child 
and the anthropologist who makes complex correlations in order to 
learn a n unknow n languag e th e shee r quantit y o f confirme d in -
stances th e chil d experience s o r th e simplicit y o r beaut y o f thei r 
correlations? Or does Quine tak e stock i n th e dogm a tha t th e lin -
guist's feeling tha t he has come to think like a  native i s subject t o 
no possible verification (fo r example, by the prediction of what the 
natives will do); or does he take stock in the dogma that the much-
correlated "heathen " language must  b e so thoroughly an d organi-
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cally different tha t effort s t o suggest what the natives' attitude may 
be can only be confused? These assumptions or dogmas do not reflec t 
the whole of anthropologists' experiences, in which there have been 
both failure s an d successe s i n understanding . Afte r all , th e mos t 
accurate knowledg e w e hav e o f th e difference s betwee n language s 
comes from thos e who have learned the m relatively well—the oth -
ers cannot repor t eithe r resemblances or differences, an d even thei r 
speculations o n indeterminac y ar e to o distan t fro m experienc e t o 
be regarded a s decisive. The upshot i s that Quine' s 'dogma ' of radi-
cal difference s betwee n language s ca n b e mad e plausibl e onl y b y 
those whose experience may refute it . 

Besides, ther e i s a  simple , natura l question : A  chil d learn s a 
language in a way that fit s Quine's conditions because the language 
is quite unknow n t o i t i n th e beginning ; bu t i f a  chil d ca n learn , 
what prevent s a n adul t fro m doin g so ? The chil d work s a t it s lan -
guage with a n extraordinar y will , an d adult s put i n a  great dea l of 
effort int o helpin g th e child ; bu t despit e greate r difficultie s wit h 
intonation an d pronunciation , th e adul t i s able t o lear n b y essen -
tially the same method a s the child, whethe r or not thi s learning is 
explained accordin g to behavioristic principles (Kir k 1986 , 217-24). 

It is true that we know the fact o f the child's learning better tha n 
the inne r developmen t o f its ability; bu t th e child does not seem t o 
fit Quine' s mos t picturesqu e exampl e o f indeterminacy . Quin e 
imagines a  rabbit scurryin g by a native, wh o sees it an d says "Gav-
agai," which a  linguist notes down as having the tentative meanin g 
of "rabbit" or "Lo, a rabbit." Quine leaves the linguist, o r leaves us 
as th e judge s o f th e linguist' s success , i n a  mis t o f indeterminac y 
that canno t i n principle be scattered. Bu t children d o learn, an d i n 
the end well enough no t to suffer to o much from th e indeterminac y 
of their linguisti c relation s with others . This indeterminacy, t o th e 
extent tha t i t exists , mus t b e mostly conceale d an d harmless . Th e 
dramas childre n enact , fo r exampl e i n th e extraordinar y chang e 
they underg o a s they lear n t o use language, d o not fit  the Quinea n 
script. When children poin t a t objects in order to learn thei r name s 
or to get them, i t i s the whole object the y almos t alway s mean an d 
not one of its parts, functions , o r qualities (Prema k 986, 93). I  give 
a reference , Premak , wh o give s anothe r reference ; but , reference s 
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apart, I  can affir m tha t th e first  clea r wor d spoke n b y m y grand -
daughter, wh o is just beginnin g to learn ho w to speak, i s an irregu -
larly pronounce d bu t quit e recognizabl e 'This! " meaning , beyon d 
my ability t o doubt, "Wha t i s this called?" or "What i s this's global 
name?" Sh e appear s t o hav e n o conceptio n o f Quine' s part-whol e 
problems. Maybe nature, having foreseen th e possibility of Quinean 
doubts, has provided children with the ability to escape them. 

If you thin k o f chimpanzees , Quine' s vie w grow s more apposit e 
but no t much les s problematic. Despit e al l the heated argumen t o n 
their abilit y t o lear n t o 'speak / ther e appear s t o m e n o doub t o f 
their ability to acquire some degree of language or, more exactly, of 
the Englis h languag e a s expresse d i n a  primativ e versio n o f th e 
gestural languag e o f th e dea f an d dumb . S o far a s I  know, recent , 
more careful experiment s have confirmed th e older, much-criticize d 
ones. However , i f on e refuse s t o cal l th e chimpanzees ' "one - an d 
two-gesture communicatio n acts " language,  despit e thei r resem -
blance t o th e languag e o f young children , on e ca n conside r them , 
with polysyllabi c caution , th e gestura l prelinguisti c behavio r tha t 
communicates genera l intention s or propositional attitude s (Leibe r 
1984). N o on e know s enoug h t o b e exact ; bu t I  thin k tha t th e 
behavior of chimpanzees leave s no doubt tha t the y have learned t o 
correlate gestures or symbols with object s an d act s and i n thi s way 
to satisfy somethin g of Quine's own behavioral criterion . 

Experiments see m t o hav e show n tha t ape s traine d i n huma n 
language hav e th e abilit y t o understan d conceptua l equivalences , 
such a s half, in th e sens e o f a n abilit y t o matc h hal f a  cylinde r o f 
water wit h hal f a n apple , an d suc h a s on , under,  an d beside.  Th e 
apes also seem t o have th e abilit y t o learn distinction s tha t Quin e 
thinks indispensabl e t o understandin g a  strang e language , distinc -
tions such a s this/that,  singular/plural,  and th e quantifier s all,  none, 
one, an d several  (Prema k 1986 , 69 , 96-97 ; Fout s an d Bud d 1979 ; 
Leiber 1984 ; Reynolds 1984 ; Terrace 1984). 

But eve n i f chimpanzee s liv e i n a  real m o f though t w e human s 
cannot penetrat e wit h assurance—her e Quine' s indeterminac y take s 
a rea l an d subtl e hold—ther e i s n o goo d reaso n t o minimiz e th e 
small and eventually decisive clues that human beings can give one 
another i n prolonge d contac t eve n acros s th e barrier s o f radicall y 
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different languages . On e ca n alway s lear n a  little , fro m a  littl e 
learn somethin g more , an d fro m somethin g mor e a s muc h a s i s 
humanly possible , thoug h no t quickly , no t i n a  singl e generation . 
Every languag e i s differen t fro m ever y other , bu t eac h i s th e sam e 
in it s abilit y t o reac h th e end s fo r whic h languag e i s necessary : i t 
crawls, walk s straight , crooked , o r roundabout ; bu t i t move s fro m 
where i t i s to where i t ha s to get . 

Yet th e natur e o f languag e remain s a  problem ; an d difference s 
persist betwee n th e thinker s wh o emphasiz e context , difference , 
nominalism, an d relativit y an d thos e wh o emphasiz e separabilit y 
from context , sameness , realism , an d absolutism . W e can tak e Witt -
genstein a s an example o f those who think contextuall y an d relativ -
istically abou t language , a s contrasted wit h those , fo r who m I  can -
not choos e a  philosophica l her o a s easily , thoug h Chomsky' s nam e 
comes t o mind , wh o searc h fo r genera l rule s an d linguisti c univer -
sals. 

Wittgenstein's attitud e towar d cultur e an d languag e wa s lik e 
that o f some of the anthropologist s I  have discussed . 

What interest s him will hardly be found, a s it were, in the Natural Histor y 
Museum (Departmen t of Human Biology), but in the Ethnological Museu m 
of Mankind. "Commanding , questioning , recounting , chatting , ar e a s much 
a part of our natural history a s walking, eating, drinking, playing." ([Witt -
genstein] 1958 , para. 25 ) .  .  .  Working through proof s (hardl y a  feature o f 
human biology)  an d acceptin g the m i s "us e an d custo m amon g us , o r a 
fact o f our natural history " (1978 , 61). And finally, logi c too belongs to the 
natural histor y o f man . (ibid . 352f. ) . . . I n short , th e natura l histor y o f 
man i s the histor y o f a  convention-forming, concept-exercising , language -
using animal—a cultura l animal . (Bake r and Hacker 1985 , 240-41) 

Wittgenstein repeat s tha t eac h cultur e drill s u s i n it s own usage s 
and custom s an d teache s u s to live accordin g t o a  certain form : "T o 
imagine a  languag e i s t o imagin e a  for m o f life, " an d "Speakin g a 
language i s par t o f a  for m o f life " (Bake r an d Hacke r 1985 , 242) . 
The powe r o f a  culture an d it s form o f life i s evident i n ou r peacefu l 
agreement ove r wha t i s an d i s no t th e same.  I n Wittgenstein' s 
words, 

It i s of th e greates t importanc e tha t a  disput e hardl y eve r arise s betwee n 
people about whethe r th e colour of this object i s the same as the colour of 
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that, the length of this rod the same as the length of that, etc. This peaceful 
agreement is the characteristic surrounding the use of the word 'same'. .  . 
And one must say something analogous about proceeding according to rule. 
{Wittgenstein 1978, 323; Baker and Hacker 1985, 251) 

To proceed accordin g t o rul e i s to live a  certain for m o f life an d 
to spea k i n accor d wit h thi s form . 'T o brin g int o prominenc e th e 
fact tha t the speaking o f language is part of an activity, or of a form 
of life, " say s Wittgenstein , h e use s th e concep t language  game 
(Wittgenstein 1958 , para . 23) . I t become s eviden t tha t Wittgen -
stein's earlier interest in solipsism has been extended to culture as a 
whole. H e feel s unabl e t o g o beyond particula r form s o f life , a s i s 
suggested by the gnomic words, "What has to be accepted, the given 
is—so on e coul d say— forms of  life"  (226) . Form s o f lif e tha t ar e 
different ar e isolating , an d languages , whic h ar e par t o f th e form s 
of life , ar e therefore relative . Fo r this reason, "I f a  lion coul d talk , 
we coul d no t understan d him " (Wittgenstei n 1958 , 223). A s Witt -
genstein say s (i n a n unpublishe d manuscript) , " A languag e I  d o 
not understan d i s n o language " (Hintikk a an d Hintikk a 1986 , 
2 1 ) . 

Wittgenstein join s th e lin e o f relativist s w e hav e spoke n of ; bu t 
for thos e who attemp t t o find not th e culturally relativ e aspect s of 
language bu t linguisti c universals , ther e is a temptation t o suppose 
that a  given language has its character determine d b y its linguisti c 
universals. O n reflection , thi s appear s t o b e fa r to o simpl e a n as -
sumption, whic h woul d mak e languag e int o a  stati c collectio n o f 
universals instea d o f th e flexible,  complicate d proces s we kno w i t 
to be. Even if one catches a universal, one can hardly know what i t 
reflects, whethe r heredity , tradition , socia l habit , o r anything else . 
And just a s a language ca n b e looked o n a s an individual , wit h al l 
an individual's idiosyncracies, so can a  universal be looked on as an 
idiosyncratic individua l rathe r tha n a  neutral abstractio n i n a  net -
work o f simila r abstractions . Interestingl y enough , th e attemp t t o 
discover linguistic universal s shows that universal s of interest hav e 
exceptions. "B y thei r ver y nature, " i t ha s bee n said , "linguisti c 
universals formulate tendencie s rather than laws , and because they 
are tendencie s th e attemp t t o justif y o r validat e thei r choic e o r 
formulation remain s rather subjective" (Stasse n 1985 , 20-21). 
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Like specie s i n biology , universal s o f languag e o r though t ma y 
turn ou t t o b e characterize d mos t effectivel y b y statistics , whic h 
can b e formulate d differentl y s o a s t o giv e differen t grouping s an d 
conclusions. Besides , i t remain s likel y tha t th e universal s o r othe r 
conceptual structure s discovere d i n th e though t o f different people s 
reflect no t onl y difference s i n th e language s o r peoples , bu t als o 
differences i n th e dept h o f understanding , mode s o f analysis , an d 
personality o f the linguis t wh o establishe s th e differences . 

Since th e understandin g o f language s an d th e relation s betwee n 
them run s int o th e proble m o f individualit y an d generalit y an d o f 
context withi n context , th e mos t plausibl e judgmen t t o mak e i s 
that i t i s both tru e tha t language s ar e infinitel y individua l an d fals e 
that the y are ; bot h tru e an d fals e tha t the y ar e infinitel y similar ; 
and bot h tru e an d fals e tha t the y ar e th e same . Thes e ar e perhap s 
contradictions onl y o n thei r fac e becaus e the y tak e n o accoun t o f 
the ai m an d metho d o f th e perso n makin g th e judgmen t o r o f th e 
area o r activit y o f th e language-us e i n question ; an d the y tak e n o 
account o f th e leve l o f analysis—microscopi c o r macroscopic—o r 
the degre e o f descriptiv e accurac y tha t i s sough t or , i n somewha t 
different words , th e dept h o f abstractio n o r deprivation o f individu -
ality tha t i s sought. Perhaps , too , th e contradictor y verdict s ar e th e 
result o f ou r excessiv e subjectio n t o two-value d logic , whic h s o 
often buy s th e manipulabilit y o f concept s a t a  heav y cost : I t paint s 
everything i n blac k an d whit e an d i s blin d t o shade s o f gra y (Lloy d 
and Ga y 1981 ; Wurm 1977) . 

The whol e issu e woul d b e simple r i f w e coul d d o th e impossibl e 
and mak e a  distinc t separatio n betwee n languag e an d though t an d 
argue tha t th e difference s betwee n language s wer e onl y differen t 
ways o f expressin g th e sam e thoughts . Th e abilit y t o distinguis h 
language fro m though t shoul d mak e i t easie r t o uphol d o r den y th e 
unity o f human thought , fo r we coul d concentrat e o n what w e too k 
to b e th e substanc e o f th e though t an d discoun t th e difference s 
between th e linguisti c medi a i n whic h th e though t wa s expressed . 

There ar e plausibl e reason s fo r distinguishin g betwee n languag e 
and thought . T o conside r th e tw o identica l woul d b e t o mak e a n 
implausible denia l o f though t t o eve n th e mos t intelligen t nonhu -
man animals . I t migh t als o den y th e titl e o f thought  t o th e proces s 

128 



CONTEXTUAL DILEMMAS AND LIMITATIONS 

by whic h th e musicia n think s music , th e painte r think s painting , 
and the mathematician think s mathematics (Vendle r 1977) . 

To affirm th e identity i s also to deny the accuracy of the recollec-
tions o f certai n deaf-and-dum b peopl e (o f who m th e mos t famou s 
was Hele n Keller) , wh o claime d t o remembe r thei r prelinguisti c 
thoughts. Willia m James describes the religious speculations of th e 
deaf-and-dumb bo y d'Estrella , wh o thought , befor e h e learne d t o 
understand an y language , tha t ther e were many suns , one for eac h 
day, an d tha t th e moon , whic h seeme d t o follow hi m everywhere , 
was hi s dead mother , because , whil e hi s mother ha d lived , h e ha d 
never seen the moon (Jame s 1892). 

The temptatio n t o distinguis h betwee n languag e an d though t 
becomes eve n stronge r whe n on e consider s th e testimon y give n b y 
persons who have suffered injur y t o their brains and recovered fro m 
the subsequen t aphasia , a t leas t enoug h t o describ e wha t thei r 
condition wa s befor e th e injury . On e suc h perso n reports , "Firs t I 
formulate th e idea i n my mind an d then I  try to express the idea i n 
the languag e an d the n I  have th e problem . I  can ge t th e ide a rea l 
quickly bu t t o make i t into language o r express it a s language .  .  . 
I just couldn' t d o it " (Gardne r 1974 , 406-7). Anothe r suc h perso n 
says, "For the most part my perception i s that I  am more capable of 
thinking thing s throug h tha n explainin g the m i n words . . . . I 
know wha t I  wan t t o sa y bu t canno t ge t a t th e word s a t tha t 
particular moment" (Gardne r 1974 , 411-12). 

The wounde d Russian , whos e sadl y heroi c cas e i s describe d b y 
A. R. Luria, writes (slowl y and painfully) tha t he would get an idea 
of ho w t o describ e th e momen t whe n h e wa s wounde d an d th e 
period jus t afte r it , whe n hi s aphasi c illnes s began . "A t last, " h e 
writes, "I' d turne d u p a  good idea . S o I began t o hun t fo r words t o 
describe i t an d finally I  though t o f two . B y th e tim e I  go t t o th e 
third word , I  was stuck. .  .  .  I'd tr y t o clamp the words to the ide a 
as much a s I could. Bu t what a  torture i t was." Elsewhere he says, 
in the same vein, "Ther e always seems to be a gap between a  word 
and it s meaning. Thes e two ar e always disconnected an d I  have t o 
yoke them togethe r somehow" (Luri a 1972 , 79-80, 106) . 

Another reaso n fo r m y feeling abou t language s i s more personal . 
I hav e bee n bilingua l almos t fro m th e start . Ofte n I  lectur e i n 
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Hebrew fro m a n Englis h text . M y though t appear s t o me practicall y 
identical n o matte r whic h o f th e language s I  use becaus e m y inten -
tion, thoug h no t th e verba l for m int o whic h I  put it , seem s almos t 
language-neutral an d ca n go , ofte n i n midsentence , fro m on e lan -
guage int o another . Ye t eac h o f th e tw o language s i s remembere d 
separately. I  mea n tha t I  ma y forge t a  wor d i n th e languag e I  a m 
using a t th e momen t an d remembe r i t onl y i n th e othe r an d hun t 
for it s equivalen t until , almos t always , I  fin d it . A s I  hav e mad e 
clear, I  think , unlik e Quine , tha t somethin g o f importanc e ca n b e 
learned fro m bilingual s abou t th e equivalenc e o f languages , pro -
vided tha t on e approache s th e issu e empiricall y an d wit h th e con -
viction tha t th e fact s d o no t alway s fi t a  convenien t theor y (Wur m 
1977, 487-88,493-94) . 

Yet, al l thes e argument s fo r th e separation o f language an d though t 
are insufficient . Th e matte r seem s too complex fo r resolutio n i n an y 
way tha t w e ca n no w clearl y conceive . To o man y huma n abilitie s 
are intertwine d i n to o man y way s fo r u s t o separat e the m clearly . 
In vie w o f th e facts , i t make s sens e t o thin k o f bot h though t an d 
speech a s depending o n a  complex o f other processes , som e of whic h 
are require d b y bot h an d som e b y one alone . Though t itself , eve n i n 
its restricte d sens e o f intelligence , ma y wel l b e divisible int o differ -
ent function s o r abilitie s (Gardne r 1984) . A s w e kno w fro m th e 
observation o f brai n injuries , th e abilitie s tha t mak e norma l speec h 
possible—memory, hearing , articulation , comprehension , integra -
tive power , an d eve n motivation—ca n al l b e divide d fro m on e 
another an d sometime s subdivided . Th e connectio n o f al l o f thes e 
abilities wit h imagination , wit h th e sens e o f time , an d wit h th e 
grasp o f spac e i s variable bu t perhap s essentia l (Luri a 1982 , 2i7ff.) . 
By usua l signs , som e aphasics , lik e th e unfortunat e Russia n I  hav e 
mentioned, ar e alert , perceptive , an d intelligent , eve n i f the y ca n 
say almos t nothing . Othe r aphasic s tal k copiousl y bu t mak e ver y 
little sense . Som e ar e mut e bu t ech o th e speec h o f others . Many , 
and perhaps all , aphasic s show variou s degrees and kind s of intellec -
tual defici t (Gardne r 1974 , 108) . 

Bilinguals ar e affecte d b y brai n injur y i n sometime s mysteriousl y 
variable ways—m y kin d o f bilingua l woul d probabl y b e similarl y 
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affected i n the ability to use both languages , bu t this is not certain , 
because aphasia i s often language-selectiv e (Grosjea n 1982 , 258-63; 
Wulfeck e t al . 1986 , 199; Chary 1986 , 195-96). Furthermore, while I 
feel tha t I  am speaking ou t language-neutra l thoughts , othe r kind s 
of bilinguals claim to experience a difficulty—a reorderin g of thought 
when the y chang e languages—no t becaus e (a s on e o f the m said ) 
she is thinking about different realities , bu t because she is thinking 
about realit y differently . Fo r som e bilinguals , th e separatio n be -
tween language s i s muc h sharpe r an d cleare r an d th e transitio n 
from on e t o th e othe r mor e difficult , mor e wrenching . An d i f a 
bilingual o r anyon e els e thinks abou t realit y differently , h e grasp s 
it differently , an d i t i s arguably a  differen t reality ; but , t o remai n 
sane an d social , h e usuall y assume s tha t th e reality , thoug h per -
ceived differently, i s in fact th e same. 

The mos t plausibl e positio n i s tha t th e relationship s betwee n 
thought an d language are still basically unknown t o us. There is no 
point i n dogmatizin g abou t thes e relationship s o r allowin g unem -
pirical theorie s t o persuad e u s to o deeply . W e ma y perhap s con -
clude, wit h th e distinguishe d studen t o f languag e L . S . Vygotsky , 
that though t i s complete d rathe r tha n embodie d i n speec h (Luri a 
1982, 148) . This conclusion i s modest enoug h an d ha s the virtue of 
leaving the field of comparison free to be investigated . 

In saying that th e field of comparison i s left fre e t o be investigated , 
I mean t o imply tha t th e indecisiv e argumen t w e have been pursu -
ing betwee n relativis m an d absolutis m i s inevitable an d insolubl e 
and tha t th e most reasonable attitude we can adopt toward the two 
is to see them as equally essential and mutually necessary. Concept s 
that appea r to be absolute depend o n relative concepts in the sense 
that the y nee d conceptua l contras t fo r thei r meanin g a s absolutes . 
The Buddhis t Nagarjuna , kin g o f al l philosophica l relativists , sai d 
this, took as his domain the whole relative world, and then, exercis-
ing hi s monarchica l rights , cu t of f it s reality . Then , fo r wan t o f a 
better name , h e calle d th e resul t empty,  meaning , devoi d o f an y 
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intrinsic natur e becaus e entirel y relative , lackin g anythin g substan -
tial enoug h eve n t o b e negate d (Murt i 1955 ; Bhattachary a 1978 ; 
Streng 1967 ; Inada 1970) . 

But th e contrary , tha t th e relativ e depend s o n th e absolute , ca n 
be argue d jus t a s easily . T o begi n with , a n openl y relativ e concep t 
or doctrin e an d it s paire d concep t o r doctrin e suppor t on e anothe r 
like th e tw o halve s o f a n arch , whil e a  group o f mutually necessar y 
concepts ar e lik e ten t pole s leaning agains t on e another . B y extend -
ing thi s ide a t o th e concept-pai r relativ e an d absolute , th e Hind u 
logicians an d thei r Wester n antirelativisti c counterpart s hav e ar -
gued tha t th e relativ e make s sens e onl y i f we experienc e an d thin k 
its opposite , th e nonrelative , a t leas t i n th e for m o f th e relativel y 
nonrelative, o f which th e absolut e i s the idea l limit . 

This argumen t to o ca n b e countered , a s i s implie d b y m y ow n 
cautious words , "th e relativel y nonrelative,' ' fo r whic h I  ca n find 
no mor e accurat e substitute . Th e Hind u logician , th e exponen t o f 
Nyaya philosophy , argue s fo r th e absolut e existenc e an d no t th e 
emptiness o f pair s o f relativ e concepts . H e says , fo r example , tha t 
the lon g an d th e shor t mus t bot h exist , fo r i f either o f the m di d not , 
the othe r coul d no t b e relate d t o it ; an d th e interrelatio n betwee n 
them woul d therefor e no t b e rea l an d therefor e no t hol d tru e (Nyaya-
sutras 4.1 , 39-40) . Th e tenth-centur y Nyaya-Vaisheshika  philoso -
pher Udayan a claim s tha t th e Buddhist , suc h a s Nagarjuna , wh o 
denies th e rea l existenc e o f anything—excep t th e realit y tha t i s s o 
exceedingly superlativ e tha t i t i s considere d neithe r existen t no r 
nonexistent no r th e combinatio n no r negatio n o f th e combinatio n 
of these—i s usin g th e notio n o f denia l eve n though , paradoxically , 
he doe s no t accep t th e existenc e o f anythin g tha t ca n b e denie d 
(Potter 1977 , 536) . 

Just a s relativity i s incomprehensible withou t a t leas t th e distan t 
hint o f it s opposite—tha t whic h i s fixed,  real , an d nonrelative — 
the fixed,  real , an d nonrelativ e requires , a s I  have said , a t leas t th e 
hint o f th e relativ e t o b e comprehensible . Ther e i s no us e i n tryin g 
to win a  ful l victor y fo r eithe r th e relativ e o r th e absolute . I  do no t 
believe tha t th e curren t interes t i n differen t conceptua l framework s 
changes th e old argumen t basically , althoug h th e argumen t goe s o n 
(for example , Churchlan d an d Hooke r 1985 ; Devitt 1984 ; Fine 1986 ; 
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Krausz an d Meilan d 1982 ; Sklar 1985 , chap. 5) . I t goe s on becaus e 
all th e view s expresse d i n th e debat e ar e subjec t t o reasonabl e 
doubt. Ever y debate r ha s somewha t differen t aim s an d differen t 
evidence i n mind , an d differen t discipline s pul l mor e towar d on e 
view tha n towar d another . A t an y give n time , differen t pull s ma y 
be exerte d b y quantu m mechanics , cosmology , immunology , neu -
rosurgery, anthropology , th e stud y o f logi c o r logics , history , lin -
guistics, and literary criticism, while philosophy, which i s modestly 
or immodestly independent of all of these, is pulled by them all . 

Many o f th e participant s i n th e debat e ove r th e relativ e an d 
absolute continu e th e searc h fo r a  plausibl e middl e ground . Th e 
search i s difficul t bu t rewarding , al l th e mor e so , i t seem s t o me , 
because ther e i s a n unphilosophica l impatienc e i n rushin g of f t o 
epistemologial an d ontological extremes, as if philosophy were only 
a drama mean t t o supply u s with intellectua l excitement . Ther e is 
an analogou s impatienc e an d shallowness , I  believe, i n rushing of f 
to the conclusion tha t wha t i s most important canno t b e expressed 
at all—no t jus t temporarily , bu t i n principle , a s if philosophy an d 
all explici t though t wer e n o mor e tha n th e dumb-sho w prelud e t o 
the unspeakabl e revelation . Fo r al l ou r ignorance , th e depth s o f 
which mus t b e acknowledged , w e hav e learne d a  grea t dea l tha t 
might hav e bee n though t beyon d huma n reach . W e neithe r kno w 
what we can finally  learn nor what we cannot . 

We should no t tr y t o do the impossibl e an d giv e up either o f th e 
members of the pair or pairs of polar opposites we have been consid-
ering, namely , th e differen t an d identica l an d th e relativ e an d 
absolute. W e kno w fro m experienc e tha t althoug h som e person s 
have their hearts on the right side of their bodies and although ther e 
are huma n monsters , thes e d o no t invalidat e th e ordinar y conclu -
sions of anatomy an d physiology. The biological science of context , 
ecology, furnishe s u s wit h a  ric h mode l fo r th e understandin g o f 
context in human culture . This model is no longer a simple, genera l 
one bu t i s divide d int o specialties , eac h o f whic h constitute s a 
relatively independen t field of research. The main divisions of ecol-
ogy no w are : auto-ecology , whic h i s th e stud y o f th e reaction s o f 
the individua l organism ; populatio n ecology , whic h relate s t o th e 
populations o f a  single species; and communit y o r systems ecology , 
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which investigate s th e association s an d interaction s amon g differ -
ent specie s i n spac e an d tim e an d describe s an d analyze s ecosys -
tems. I t i s said tha t eac h o f thes e branche s ha s developed it s ow n 
principles an d tha t eac h interrelate s wit h a  characteristic serie s of 
other biological disciplines (Frida y and Ingra m 1985 , chap. 5). 

The abilit y t o pursue thi s developing science or group of sciences 
of contex t depend s upo n th e relativel y noncontextua l analysi s o f 
the biology o f each o f the participants i n a n ecologica l balance . I n 
other words , th e highl y contextua l understandin g tha t ecolog y ar -
rives a t depend s upo n a  relativel y noncontextua l understanding ; 
and bot h th e contextua l an d relativel y noncontextua l depen d a t 
many point s o n physiology , chemistry , an d th e like , al l o f whic h 
are relatively noncontextua l becaus e developed a t a  more abstrac t 
level o f analysis , whic h require s th e isolating , decontextualizin g 
thought an d techniques of the laboratory an d the creation o f wide-
ranging, absolute or would-be absolute, scientific theorie s and laws. 
So, too , th e developin g noninvasiv e aid s t o medica l diagnosis , i n 
principle mor e accurat e becaus e the y imag e thing s i n thei r livin g 
interactions, ar e subject t o the verdict o f the pathologist , wh o cut s 
open th e dead , unfunctionin g bod y an d observe s it s conditio n di -
rectly. 

Much th e sam e i s true o f cultura l studies , i n which th e attemp t 
to grasp contextual difference s accuratel y depend s upon fixed tech -
niques tha t ai m a t objectiv e conclusions , a s free o f cultural bia s as 
possible. I t is true that some relativists think tha t i t i s futile t o aim 
at objectiv e conclusions ; bu t mos t anthropologists , I  think, recog -
nize th e effor t a s worthwhile. Le t me exemplify th e anomaly , i f i t 
is one , o f th e proo f o f cultura l difference s i n judgmen t b y mean s 
intended to avoid them. My example is a study of the ways in which 
friends, neighbors , and workmates were characterized by the inhab-
itants o f a  certain tow n i n India , a s compared wit h th e characteri -
zations made by inhabitants of the United States . The results of the 
study fi t i n wit h th e earlie r judgmen t tha t Indian s d o no t regar d 
themselves o r ac t a s i f the y ar e autonomou s person s livin g i n a 
society i n whic h the y ar e abstractl y an d ideall y free . Perhaps , sa y 
the authors of the study, th e ideal of the abstract , fre e individual i s 
primarily Western (Shwede r and Bourne 1984 , 190). 
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As the stud y shows , th e Indian s describe d personalitie s i n way s 
that wer e relativel y concrete , behavioral , an d contextual , whil e 
the American s were less contextual an d mor e abstrac t (2 6 percent 
as against 2 0 percent). I  want t o stress that th e stud y was nothin g 
if not careful . Instea d of considering the subjects' descriptions glob-
ally, i t brok e the m dow n int o constituen t sentence s an d th e sen -
tences int o th e smalles t practicabl e units , whic h wer e single-sub -
ject-predicate-object sequences . Eac h suc h uni t wa s type d o n a 
separate card , th e tota l numbe r bein g 3,451 . A  coding syste m wa s 
developed t o enabl e judges to decide on th e presenc e or absenc e of 
features relate d t o 'concrete ' thinking , an d contextua l qualifica -
tions were defined an d coded in special categories . The coders were 
graduate students , wh o worke d independentl y o f one another . Al l 
the same, the degree of correspondence amon g their judgments was 
found t o b e high. A  computer progra m wa s devised t o consider th e 
alternative coding s fo r a  particula r phrase , an d chi-squar e test s 
were use d t o tes t th e significanc e o f departure s fro m expecte d fre -
quencies (Shwede r and Bourne 1984 , 172-79). 

As one might expect , th e relativit y tha t wa s revealed was statis-
tical i n nature and did not apply directly t o individuals—an Amer -
ican migh t b e a n India n i n th e trait s studie s an d a n India n a n 
American. A t ever y step , a  basi c mutua l understandin g wa s as -
sumed betwee n th e experimenter s an d thei r informants . I f we ac -
cept the study as it stands, we see that th e relativity i t shows could 
be verifie d onl y becaus e s o muc h i n th e researc h wa s relativel y 
objective. Th e attemp t t o verify th e existence of the relative need s 
the assumption an d exploitation of the (relatively ) nonrelative . 

Even wit h respec t t o th e relativit y th e researc h succeede d i n 
demonstrating, I  hav e a  commonplace , unquantifiable , an d intu -
itive objection . I  hav e th e same , primaril y intuitiv e objectio n t o 
the idea, als o based on competent research , tha t i n Bali individual-
ity is highly muted, th e individual person being only the playe r of a 
role, whic h i s al l tha t reall y matter s t o anyon e (Geert z 1984 , 128 -
29). My objection applie s equally to the conclusion tha t "an y clos e 
study of individuals in diverse premodern places indicates that both 
the reactin g subjec t an d th e sociocultura l environmen t ar e shape d 
beyond th e wildes t dream s o f Social Anthropology . . . . T o dissec t 
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a universa l unproblemati c acto r ou t o f thes e loca l system s ma y 
seem useful fo r a  number of ideological an d methodological reason s 
but is, unfortunately, empiricall y false" (Lev y 1984 , 233). 

What i s wrong i s that th e individua l ha s gone t o loss . We kno w 
that wheneve r w e come on a  group of strangers who are related b y 
obvious traits , fo r instanc e thei r conversatio n wit h foreig n polite -
ness in a  foreign language , w e are struck by these trait s and a t firs t 
see th e stranger s a s a  unifor m crowd , wit h al l it s member s dupli -
cates of one another . A s we are less aware, i t i s the same when w e 
learn th e strangers ' ways of thought—their religio n or any idea l o r 
belief the y tal k abou t an d accept . W e usuall y presum e tha t th e 
religious belief s w e ascrib e a s th e resul t o f a  certai n numbe r o f 
interviews o r the readin g of certain scripture s ar e an accurat e rep -
resentation o f the beliefs o f every individua l belongin g t o the com-
munity, o r that th e idea l w e learn abou t represent s what everyon e 
really strive s fo r an d measure s onesel f by . Ye t I  do no t remembe r 
reading anyone who has been anywhere in the world for any lengt h 
of time, ha s spoken th e loca l language , an d ha s formed friendship s 
with th e loca l people who has not sensed the m t o be very differen t 
from on e anothe r i n personalit y an d qualit y an d kin d o f belief . 
True, the y ma y al l hav e engage d i n th e sam e rituals , bu t th e ver y 
similarity i n thei r environmen t mad e thei r individua l difference s 
stand ou t th e better . Ho w did each individua l really , inwardl y an d 
outwardly, pla y th e rol e o r role s assigne d t o hi m o r her ? Were no t 
the roles adapted to the persons who played them? Were there really 
no objectors, idiosyncrati c persons , o r genuine deviants? Every cul -
ture acknowledge s exception s t o it s rule s an d ha s rule s fo r the m 
(Edgerton 1985) , an d yet ther e ar e exception s t o th e exceptions — 
exceptions an d exception s t o the m ar e th e inexhaustibl e natur e of 
individuality. A s for th e Indi a reveale d i n th e stud y I  referred to , 
there i s by now a  considerable numbe r o f autobiographies , biogra -
phies, an d novels written b y Indians that see m to reflect India n lif e 
accurately enough , an d th e presume d uniformit y o r suppression o f 
individuality does not show in them a t all . 

If I  a m correc t i n m y intuitio n tha t individualit y survive s it s 
theoretical smoothin g down , partia l suppression , cognitive-emo -
tional shaping , an d assumptio n o f socia l roles  an d culturall y as -
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signed beliefs , the n th e ver y persistenc e o f individualit y i s a  sig n 
that, despit e thei r cultures , peopl e als o remain alik e i n bein g irre -
ducible, an d irreducible in often simila r ways, a s an observer sensi-
tive to human beings can see. 

I conclude tha t w e should refus e t o make a  choice between con -
textualism an d its opposite, however named . 
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CONTEXTUAL HESITATIONS AND SOLUTIONS 

If i t i s bes t t o refus e th e choic e betwee n contextualis m an d it s 
opposite, a  questio n suggest s itself : Shoul d suc h a  refusa l b e ex -
tended to other, similar opposites? If the question i s about the kinds 
of opposites we have been dealing with , includin g th e relative an d 
absolute an d th e individua l an d general , m y answe r ha s consis -
tently been , yes , i t i s bes t t o refuse . Th e reason s fo r m y refusa l 
should b y now be obvious; but I  do not want t o leave any cardina l 
issue without makin g my attitude a s clear a s I  can, s o I will linge r 
briefly o n th e issu e o f logic , whic h I  see i n term s o f it s empirica l 
use. 

If it is best to refuse th e choice between opposite concepts, an d if 
none of them is true, can there be other, intermediat e concepts tha t 
are; o r ha s eac h pai r bee n badl y chose n fo r th e subjec t matte r t o 
which i t ha s bee n applied ? Bu t i f some o f the opposite s ar e true , a 
logical issu e has been raised tha t ma y push u s toward stil l anothe r 
choice, between ordinary logic and something better . 

Better? Suppose we begin to think of this issue by asking the mos t 
naive o f questions : Wha t ca n b e bette r fo r u s a s reasoner s tha n 
ordinary logic ? Why resis t th e impuls e t o mak e decisions , t o kee p 
things clea r an d decidable , an d t o terminat e argument s b y award -
ing the truth t o one side or the other? After all , i t i s ordinary logi c 
that i s the framewor k o f al l ou r reasoning . T o see thi s we nee d d o 
no more than imagin e someon e complainin g o f the difficulties cre -
ated b y two-value d logi c an d creatin g another , t o replac e it , i n 
which th e la w o f th e exclude d middl e does no t hold . Bu t a t ever y 
point a t whic h a  decision ha s to be made, whether i n constructin g 
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the ne w logi c o r i n decidin g fo r wha t purpose s t o us e it , th e logic -
inventor mus t decid e fo r on e cours e an d agains t anothe r and , t o d o 
this, t o resor t t o th e sam e logi c h e i s tryin g t o displace . Fo r hi m t o 
hesitate o r say bot h yes an d n o would pu t a n en d t o hi s attempt . 

My answe r i s tha t two-value d logi c i s i n fac t basi c bu t i s eithe r 
too simpl e fo r som e o f th e use s t o whic h i t i s pu t o r i s use d to o 
simply t o b e helpful . I t i s basi c becaus e i t i s th e primitiv e logi c o f 
self-definition—I a m I  an d no t you , m y wil l i s m y ow n an d no t 
yours; becaus e i t i s the primitiv e logi c o f mora l exhortation—t o b e 
good, d o this , bu t d o no t d o that ; an d becaus e i t i s th e primitiv e 
logic o f biologica l survival , whic h depend s upo n th e decisio n t o ac t 
or refrai n fro m acting . Thi s primitiv e logi c als o fits  ou r emotion s 
and make s i t difficul t fo r mos t persons , includin g philosopher s an d 
scientists, t o suspend judgment fo r lon g on issue s that reall y interes t 
them. Th e natura l resul t i s that ou r thinkin g become s polarized an d 
is expressed i n publi c competition betwee n opposit e views . Intellec -
tual lif e i s inconceivabl e withou t th e spu r o f thi s competition ; bu t 
it i s responsible fo r a  frequent blindnes s t o anythin g muc h bu t blac k 
and white . 

Often th e blindnes s arises , no t becaus e o f th e true-fals e logi c 
itself, bu t becaus e i t i s applie d t o reac h immediat e solution s o f 
problems to o delicat e o r complicate d t o yiel d t o quic k analysis . 
Then th e failur e o f two-value d logi c come s fro m it s premature globa l 
use. Whe n issue s ar e broke n u p int o smalle r ones , black-and-white , 
two-valued logi c may b e most rewarding i f used in smal l areas , wit h 
different distribution s an d degree s o f intensity , jus t a s w e us e tin y 
dots fo r reproductiv e printing , th e mor e (o n th e righ t paper ) th e 
better. 

But suppos e w e retur n t o a  mor e fundamenta l difficulty . Suppos e 
we as k th e radica l question : i s true-fals e logi c itsel f tru e o r false ? 
The question , o f course , put s u s int o a  logica l bind : W e canno t 
reasonably us e th e logi c tha t ha s bee n pu t int o doub t t o certif y it s 
own trut h o r falsity , thoug h w e ma y b e abl e t o sho w tha t i t get s 
itself int o difficultie s b y generating paradoxe s i t i s unable t o escap e 
without hel p tha t denature s it s intuitiv e naturalness . Th e questio n 
on it s trut h o r falsit y may , however , mak e goo d sens e i f w e kno w 
its backgroun d o r context . W e shoul d n o doub t prefe r t o answe r i t 
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in word s o f uncompromisin g clarit y i n perfectl y logica l sentence s 
that ar e verified b y experience beyond the smallest doubt . This , we 
know, i s only a  seductive dream, plausibl e t o us in a  scientific ag e 
only because we do succeed a t time s in reaching approximat e veri -
fications o f more or less logically constructed theories . Sadly for th e 
dream, ther e cannot be prolonged, purely logical discussion because 
every discussion has an emotional aura . I n a human creature unde r 
normal conditions , neithe r intellect , emotion , no r socia l respons e 
can exis t i n th e complet e absenc e o f th e others . Th e presume d 
opposites o f emotio n an d intellec t len d eac h othe r thei r effective -
ness. They ar e intertwinded o r fused, an d the abstractions we sepa-
rate so carefully an d appl y with suc h care for logi c turn ou t t o ru n 
together i n huma n lif e mor e tha n th e auster e drea m o f exactnes s 
allows. 

The drea m ha s latel y bee n intensifie d because , t o ou r goo d for -
tune, w e hav e discovere d tha t th e electrica l state s recorde d b y a 
computer ar e tw o opposite s an d therefor e fit  ou r dichotomizin g 
nature an d two-value d logic . Wit h th e enormou s power s o f th e 
computer a t our service, we are apt to minimize the errors to which 
it ca n lead , t o forge t tha t applie d logic , lik e applie d mathematics , 
has t o b e adapte d t o th e problem s i t faces , and , t o forge t tha t th e 
solutions i t suggest s nee d empirica l verification . Remembe r tha t i f 
we insis t o n bein g exact , a  littl e inexactnes s ca n g o a long way i n 
disturbing the equation between logic and the evidence for its truth 
in practice ; an d i f we defend ou r logic with a  stubborn passion , w e 
soon discove r ou r inabilit y t o g o on verifyin g an d usuall y suppres s 
the conscienc e tha t demand s mor e accurac y tha n w e ar e abl e t o 
supply. 

The drea m o f exac t faithfulnes s t o true-fals e logi c require s tha t 
the world , or , rather , ou r experienc e o f it , shoul d b e a s neatl y 
separable a s th e true  an d false  o f th e logic . Fo r th e logi c t o appl y 
perfectly, ever y single thing should b e identifiable a s what i t is , i n 
other words, separated exactl y from everythin g that i t is not. Agai n 
sadly fo r th e dream, th e mor e exac t w e try t o be the les s clear th e 
exactness of the separations (Quin e 1981 , 31-37). 

Take as clear an instance a s possible. A solid object i s not the ai r 
that surround s it , an d th e ai r i s no t th e object . Ou r eye s an d ou r 
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logic confirm on e anothe r o n thi s point . T o be as careful a s possible , 
we tur n t o th e instrumen t tha t discriminate s mos t exactl y wher e 
the surfac e o f th e objec t end s an d th e ai r begins . Thi s instrumen t i s 
a scannin g tunnelin g microscope , whic h reveal s th e surfac e atomi c 
bump b y bump . But , careles s o f ou r dream , th e microscop e work s 
only b y respondin g t o th e indeterminac y o f th e surfac e i t show s 
with suc h exactness . Tha t is , becaus e quantu m mechanic s grant s 
electrons only a  vague, wavelik e location , th e distance betwee n th e 
tip o f th e scannin g needl e an d th e surfac e o f th e objec t i s occupie d 
by a  'cloud ' o f electron s tha t hav e leake d ou t o f th e surfac e an d 
given th e microscop e th e delicat e clue s i t needs . Th e microscop e 
works a s i t doe s becaus e ther e is , i n fact , n o absolut e separatio n 
between surfac e an d ai r (Binni g an d Rohre r 1985) . 

Even i n th e mos t ordinar y experience , thing s ma y b e to o difficul t 
to separat e exactl y enoug h fo r th e dream . Fo r th e dream , ever y bi t 
of sensor y evidenc e mus t i n principl e b e identifiabl e fo r wha t i t i s 
and i s not . I  taste som e foo d an d i t ha s a  bitte r taste ; o r it s tast e i s 
composed o f tw o tastes , on e bitte r an d th e othe r sweet . Wh y d o I 
say tha t the y ar e two ? Probabl y becaus e I  hav e differen t sensor y 
nerve ending s an d a  specia l brai n reactio n t o eac h taste—m y sensi -
tivity, develope d i n th e cours e o f evolution , bein g t o difference s i n 
molecular structure . Bu t th e activatio n o f different nerve-ending s i s 
not merel y a  reflection o f the physic s involved . Th e separatio n ma y 
be weak o r absen t i n som e peopl e an d ma y no t exis t a t al l i n othe r 
organisms, wit h differen t needs , a  differen t evolutionar y history , 
and differen t perceptions . I f th e othe r organism s sens e th e tw o 
tastes a t all , the y ma y experienc e the m a s one, jus t a s they ma y se e 
motion wher e w e see stillness, o r vice versa . 

On clos e view , thing s ru n togethe r mor e tha n w e thin k a t first. 
When w e se e something , w e se e wher e i t is ; an d so , too , w e ca n 
hear wher e i t is . Yet , whe n w e se e an d hea r somethin g a t th e sam e 
time, th e locatio n o f th e sigh t influence s th e locatio n o f th e soun d 
and tha t o f th e soun d th e sight , thoug h less . Sigh t leak s ove r int o 
sound an d soun d int o sight . Th e tw o differen t kind s o f testimon y 
remain separat e bu t influenc e on e another , s o tha t thei r separatio n 
is, i n effect , onl y partial . 

Likewise, I  think , ou r mind s ofte n find  difficult y i n separatin g 
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what definitio n an d logi c have separated a s clearly a s possible. For 
instance, we find that muc h of our experience resists description i n 
terms o f an y on e o f th e verba l pole s we nee d t o thin k clearly . M y 
experience prove s t o b e alway s bot h individua l an d general , o r 
different an d someho w th e same , alway s bot h bitte r an d sweet , 
both opposite s a t once . M y experienc e i s no t simpl y a  mixtur e o f 
ingredients tha t remai n distinc t fro m on e anothe r becaus e th e 'in -
gredients'—those verball y labele d b y the opposites—are no t reall y 
separable o r ar e separabl e onl y artificially . Wha t a m I  t o sa y o f 
things that I  think o f as absolutely differen t whe n I  remember tha t 
in a  clear logica l sense they cannot b e so because, a s has been said 
with impeccable logic , they are the same in being absolutely differ -
ent? And wha t absolut e separation i n reason , direc t experience , o r 
memory ca n ther e b e betwee n distinct , separat e things , whe n w e 
know tha t thei r ver y separateness joins the m i n th e grou p of sepa-
rate thing s an d make s the m repetition s o f one another ? What ma y 
verge her e o n parado x cause s u s n o specia l difficult y unti l w e for -
malize our thinking . 

Maybe i t i s bes t t o thin k o f samenes s an d differenc e a t thei r 
extremes a s idea l pole s o f though t neve r completel y realizabl e i n 
experience, thoug h alway s simultaneousl y presen t i n i t an d mu -
tually necessar y i n orde r fo r i t t o b e grasped clearl y b y our minds . 
But are these two opposites that ar e always simultaneously presen t 
and mutuall y necessar y reall y two , a s they appear , o r structurall y 
one, an d i s thei r fel t twones s o r oneness inheren t i n th e objectiv e 
situation o r merely the result of our sensory or intellectual gras p as 
developed i n cours e o f th e evolutio n o f our nervou s systems ; o r i s 
the twoness or oneness both objectively inheren t and merely biolog-
ically expedient ? An d i f i t i s merely biologicall y expedient , i s thi s 
expediency itself not in a way inherent o r absolute in the situation? 

My questions have the flavor of Nicholas of Cusa's coincidence of 
opposites, bu t I  should lik e t o avoi d mysticism . Th e careful , non -
mystical answe r i s onl y tha t w e must  distinguis h bu t mus t als o 
qualify th e distinction . Th e feelin g o f necessar y qualification s en -
genders th e companio n feelin g tha t eac h o f th e opposite s i s inade-
quate i n isolation , s o that finally,  t o the bes t o f our understandin g 
—the understandin g o f the simultaneously sam e an d differen t sin -
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gle-composite creature—th e worl d i s composed o f wha t ar e neithe r 
exact identitie s no r difference s no r singularitie s no r pluralities , 
though ofte n experienc e impose s upo n u s th e relevanc e o f th e on e 
pole rathe r tha n th e other . A  careful , sensitive , rationa l bu t no t 
narrowly rational , inconstan t vagueness , indeterminism , o r nei -
therness seem s t o b e a s clos e a s we ca n sometime s ge t i n speec h o r 
speechlike though t t o wha t w e genuinel y experienc e an d s o ofte n 
find i t hard t o say or portray . 

If w e retur n t o physics , w e find  tha t eve n i n th e nineteent h 
century, whe n scienc e wa s self-confiden t an d deterministic , eve n 
thinkers quite familia r wit h physic s might cas t doubt on th e apodic -
tic separatenes s an d logicall y determine d fate s o f separatel y exist -
ing things . Th e Frenc h philosophe r Emil e Boutrou x wrot e o n th e 
contingency o f th e law s o f natur e an d argue d tha t w e neve r reac h 
the exac t point s a t whic h th e phenomeno n reall y begin s an d ends . 
Similarly, Charle s Peirc e contended tha t natur e was not regula r an d 
that observatio n itsel f showed tha t i t wa s characterized b y absolut e 
chance. Thi s hypothesis , h e said , wa s a t leas t a s likel y a s th e hy -
pothesis tha t departure s fro m regularit y wer e th e resul t o f error s i n 
observation. I n hi s words, "Tr y t o verify an y la w o f nature , an d yo u 
will find  th e mor e precis e your observations , th e mor e certai n the y 
will b e t o sho w irregula r departure s fro m th e law " (Hookwa y 1985 , 
271; Peirc e 1935 , 6:46) . 

Peirce use d hi s ide a o f pur e chanc e t o dea l wit h th e problem , 
which trouble s contemporar y cosmologists , o f th e variet y o f th e 
universe: 

By thus admittin g pur e spontaneit y o r lif e a s a  character o f th e universe , 
acting always and everywhere though restraine d within narro w bounds by 
law, producin g infinitesima l departure s fro m la w continually , an d grea t 
ones with infinite infrequency , I  account for all the variety and diversity of 
the universe, in the only sense in which the really sui  generis and new can 
be said to be accounted for . (Wiene r 1958 , 175) 

Perhaps th e artificia l logi c bes t suite d t o dea l wit h th e vaguenes s 
of actua l huma n though t i s the fuzzy  logic  invente d i n 196 5 by Loft i 
Zadeh an d use d with varyin g degrees of success to mimic th e reason -
ing o f expert s i n differen t fields.  Thi s logi c allow s a  propositio n t o 
take an y o f th e infinit e numbe r o f possibilitie s betwee n th e pole s of 
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true an d false.  Th e la w o f th e exclude d middl e i s o f cours e sacri -
ficed; but, i n return , ther e i s the abilit y t o be exactly approximat e 
and represen t a  situation tha t w e speak of as "very true/ ' "mor e or 
less true," "hardl y true, " o r th e lik e (Forsyt h 1984 ; Negoita 1985) . 
The dange r o f fals e precisio n remain s bu t i s subjec t t o empirica l 
correction. I t hold s true , al l th e same , tha t "bein g precis e abou t 
uncertainty i s a n endeavo r fraugh t wit h hazard s fo r th e unwary " 
(Forsyth 1984 , 61) , t o whic h ma y b e added , "an d fo r th e war y a s 
well." 

There has been a  long, inconsistent, intellectuall y difficul t recog -
nition o f vagueness a s basic both t o nature an d t o our lives and a n 
accompanying effor t t o lear n t o thin k probabilisticall y i n general . 
Probability ha s eve n bee n see n b y one philosopher a s the essentia l 
means for uniting enlightened commo n sense with science and phi-
losophy (Suppe s 1984) . In keeping with thi s accen t on vagueness , I 
would lik e to give two illustrations o f the modern retrea t fro m th e 
absolute separation o f things, from th e view that the y are in princi-
ple quit e determine d an d predictable , an d fro m th e tendenc y t o 
judge them in black and white. One illustration i s the history of the 
change in concepts of biological classification ; th e other i s the ne w 
theory of chaos. 

The history goes back far , bu t w e may a s well begin much close r 
to our own time, when the old tradition had not yet lost its grip and 
when i t was still believed that the members of each species revealed 
their essence , nature , o r Idea . Thei r successfu l classificatio n i n a 
hierarchy wa s assumed  t o sho w th e details , a s medieva l thinker s 
had emphasized , o f God's fixed plan. Anythin g bu t a  perfec t speci -
men o f a  plant o r anima l wa s regarded a s a  defective embodimen t 
of it s Ide a (May r 1982 , chaps 4-6) . Linnaeu s pursue d th e logi c o f 
taxonomy ou t o f th e convictio n tha t h e wa s revealin g th e handi -
work of God. His interest was mostly i n th e genus, which appeare d 
to him a  true essence. He succeeded in putting such an emphasis on 
classification tha t late r biologist s complaine d tha t h e ha d bee n 
responsible fo r " a nea r obliteratio n o f al l othe r aspect s o f natura l 
history" (May r 1982 , 173) . I f you hav e capture d th e essence , wha t 
more do you need to know? 

The essence proved too hard, however , t o capture. To begin with , 
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the 'scal e o f nature ' di d no t wor k wel l i n practice , an d i t bega n t o 
be modified , a t first  almos t unconsciously , fro m abou t th e en d o f 
the seventeent h centur y (May r 1982 , 192) . Whe n th e eighteenth -
century botanis t Miche l Adanso n cam e t o doub t th e ol d metho d o f 
logical division , h e experimente d wit h th e groupin g o f plant s an d 
discovered tha t a  satisfactor y classificatio n coul d no t b e base d o n 
one o r eve n tw o characteristics . Later , i t wa s show n tha t whe n a 
biological grou p wa s define d b y a  combinatio n o f characteristics , 
no single characteristi c migh t b e necessary fo r membership . T o giv e 
an example , "Tw o specie s o f fish,  th e herrin g an d th e sprat , diffe r 
from eac h othe r i n 8  structural characteristics , bu t onl y 10 % of th e 
individuals diffe r fro m on e anothe r i n al l o f these characters. " Tax -
onomic group s base d o n a  unio n o f suc h individuall y indecisiv e 
characteristics cam e eventuall y t o b e called polythetic  (May r 1982 , 
190). 

It wa s a n advantag e o f polytheti c classificatio n tha t i t fitted  i n 
well wit h Darwinia n principles . Darwi n argue d tha t closenes s o f 
resemblance wa s th e resul t o f communit y o f descent , whic h wa s 
subject t o modificatio n b y variou s factors , suc h a s climatic change s 
and geographica l distribution . " A volcani c island , fo r instance , 
upheaved an d forme d a t th e distance o f a  fe w hundre d mile s from a 
continent, woul d probabl y receiv e fro m i t i n th e cours e o f tim e a 
few colonists , an d thei r descendants , thoug h modified , woul d stil l 
be related t o the inhabitant s o f that continent " (Darwi n 1872 , 283). 
Given Darwin' s principle s o f natura l variatio n an d selection , 
it wa s n o longe r necessar y t o den y th e existenc e o f intermediat e 
species or the confusing profusion o f kinds of living things (May r 1982, 
chap. 5) . 

Nominalistic taxonomist s o f th e eighteent h centur y ha d argue d 
that "ther e ar e onl y individuals , an d n o kingdom s o r classe s o r 
genera o r species " (May r 1982 , 264) . Thi s nominalisti c vie w neve r 
died. I n it s mid-twentieth-centur y version , i t wa s likel y t o includ e 
the charg e tha t th e specie s concep t ha d bee n invente d b y an d fo r 
ornithologists an d wa s vali d onl y fo r thei r favorites , th e birds . B y 
now, i n th e lat e twentiet h century , i t i s accepte d tha t th e specie s 
concept i s problematic , eve n thoug h i t i s supported, no t b y a  belie f 
in Ideas , bu t b y populatio n statistics . Difficultie s fo r th e concep t 
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are cause d b y borderlin e cases , b y specie s jus t comin g int o exis -
tence, and by asexual reproduction, a s in roses, which results in th e 
reproductive isolatio n o f ever y individua l an d it s descendants . "An y 
solution i s a compromise , base d on th e knowledg e tha t a  species is 
characterized no t only by reproductive isolation but also by the fac t 
that i t occupie s a  species-specifi c ecologica l niche " (May r 1982 , 
279-80). 

There is no reason t o confine th e idea o f polythetic classificatio n 
to biology . Th e anthropologis t Rodne y Needham , wh o embrace s i t 
together with Wittgenstein' s analogou s idea o f family resemblance, 
holds that th e terms usual in anthropologica l classificatio n ar e to o 
fixed and lea d to a reified, Platoni c view of things. To repeat one of 
his examples , whe n w e stud y th e anthropologica l ter m marriage, 
we find that i t applie s to so many different kind s of unions that i t is 
no mor e tha n "a n odd-jo b word , a  polytheti c concept " (Needha m 
x983, 58) . He maintains tha t wha t count s i s not a  crucia l definin g 
characteristic bu t a  balanc e o f resemblances , whic h ma y chang e 
from on e t o anothe r o f the object s o f though t an d no t hav e even a 
single featur e tha t i s commo n t o al l o f them . H e woul d lik e t o 
replace th e "disastrou s deception" o f reifying an d single-character -
istic taxonomie s b y thos e base d o n purel y logica l relationa l con -
cepts, suc h a s symmetry  an d transitivity.  H e agree s tha t a  purel y 
logical classification o f this kind might not fit empirical reality well 
but says that i t has no metaphysical pretensions and will not inspire 
a foolis h struggl e wit h classe s o f fact s tha t ar e empiricall y poly -
thetic (Needha m 1983 , 62). 

As these biologica l an d anthropologica l example s show, classifi -
cations grow s les s rigid, mor e nuanced , an d bette r adapte d t o th e 
complexity of the world. The belief in a completely understandable , 
predictable world has been subjected t o even more serious doubts as 
the result o f the recent growth of the theory of chaos (Gleic k 1987) . 
Its backgroun d i s th e assumptio n no w mad e b y physicist s tha t a 
degree of uncertainty i s a fundamental characteristi c of the motio n 
of all particles. Therefore, a  physical system that operates according 
to fixed laws inevitably undergoe s small rando m fluctuations,  whic h 
when amplifie d mak e a  great unpredictabl e change . This amplifie d 
randomness, whic h ha s com e t o b e calle d chaos , canno t b e abol -
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ished b y th e gatherin g o f additiona l information—fo r prediction , i t 
simply doe s not hel p t o know more . 

As th e theor y explains , a  physica l syste m tha t ha s com e t o a 
minimal kin d o f res t undergoe s a n infinitel y repeate d proces s o f 
distortion, o f "stretching " an d "folding, " tha t erase s large-scal e 
information an d amplifie s small-scal e uncertainties . Th e phenom -
ena tha t sho w suc h amplifie d randomnes s includ e th e weather , th e 
oscillations of stars, and perhaps ecological relationships , brai n waves , 
and fibrillating  heart s (Crutchfield , Farmer , an d Sha w 1986 , 48 ; 
Gleick 1987) . I t ca n eve n b e speculate d tha t ou r abilit y t o b e origi -
nal depend s upo n th e selectiv e amplifyin g o f small rando m fluctua -
tions. 

The discovery o f chaos ha s created a  new paradig m i n scientifi c model -
ing. On the one hand, i t implie s new fundamenta l limit s on the abilit y t o 
make predictions . O n th e othe r hand , th e determinis m inheren t i n chao s 
implies that many random phenomena ar e more predictable than had been 
thought. (Crutchfield , Farmer , an d Shaw 1986 , 38) 

One o f th e conclusion s o f th e theor y i s tha t a  syste m tha t act s i n 
a complicate d wa y ma y resul t fro m th e simpl e interactio n o f a  fe w 
components; an d ye t knowledg e o f th e separat e component s wil l 
not hel p t o understand th e complicate d outcome . Another , obviou s 
conclusion i s tha t theorie s relatin g t o chaoti c phenomen a canno t 
be teste d b y prediction , which , i n th e lon g run , i s by natur e impos -
sible. "Th e proces s of verifying a  theor y thu s become s a  much mor e 
delicate operation , relyin g o n statistica l an d geometrica l propertie s 
rather tha n o n detailed prediction " (Crutchfield , Farmer , an d Sha w 
1986,48). 

Now thin k o f th e huma n individua l an d hi s act s an d fat e i n th e 
lawful-random universe . Rando m bu t decisiv e fluctuation s ma y tak e 
place i n hi s nervou s syste m an d hav e result s w e canno t kno w i n 
advance b y logi c o r b y fixed  law s o f causality . Th e wa r o f eac h o f 
us wit h himself , whic h ma y mak e u s compulsiv e an d predictable , 
may als o make u s as unstable a s the weathe r ofte n i s and a s difficul t 
to predict . I n an y case , i f we wan t t o b e eve n approximatel y accu -
rate i n predictin g th e behavio r o f a  given person , w e begi n no t wit h 
the law s o f physic s an d no t directl y wit h th e law s o f psychology — 
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to th e exten t tha t ther e ar e such—bu t wit h th e perso n himself , 
whom w e stud y i n orde r tha t ou r abilit y t o predic t wha t h e wil l 
think o r do should b e based on whatever consistenc y hi s characte r 
has shown. 

So th e huma n being , w e speculate , i s compose d o f elementar y 
particles organize d i n a n interactin g syste m o f systems , som e o f 
them mor e stabl e tha n other s bu t al l perhap s affecte d b y rando m 
fluctuations tha t ca n b e amplifie d t o affec t th e whol e person . Th e 
whole person governs himself as much as he is knowingly able to by 
means of a self-consciousness, th e nature of which we do not under -
stand physiologically , tha t ca n mak e decisive changes in hi s life. I f 
we thin k o f thi s perso n a s livin g i n a  worl d tha t is , practicall y 
speaking, open , infinite , infinitel y complicated , an d als o rando m 
(so that th e complication may be the expression of relative simplic-
ity), w e wil l no t find  i t persuasiv e t o clas s hi m wit h nineteenth -
century atom s an d judg e hi m t o b e purel y determined , a s atom s 
were thought t o be, or subject t o detailed, long-ter m predictions , o r 
fully understandabl e i n term s o f logica l black s an d whites . Suc h 
polar terms as determined an d free are essential to the clarity of our 
thought, bu t how much in our lives is purely the one or the other? 

Although i t may seem odd to say this in a  scientific age , common 
sense, wit h al l it s approximatio n an d inadequacy , i s a  bette r gen-
eral guid e fo r ou r live s tha n exac t science . Commo n sens e o r 
"everyday knowledg e i s more basi c than scientifi c knowledge , whic h 
is based on it, an d its analysis is more central to philosophy. . . . I t 
includes mor e conspicuou s indicators , mor e check s agains t mis -
takes, an d mor e room fo r modifyin g wron g concepts " (Wan g 1986 , 
43). 

To continue along the lines of this thought, ou r brains, which ar e 
electrochemical network s bu t als o multipurpose glands , ar e far mor e 
than logi c machines . Th e lia r parado x affect s onl y wha t i s two -
valued forma l logi c i n ou r brains , withou t disturbin g thei r abilit y 
to think flexibly, i n effect probabilisiticall y an d unpredictably. Th e 
mind o r brai n ca n dea l wit h vague , subtle , an d comple x problem s 
quite beyon d a  present-day computer . I t i s equaled o r surpassed i n 
these only by dreamed computer-creatures. Unlike ordinary logic or 
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logic machines, everyda y though t i s able t o cope with informatio n 
that i s not formally contextualized , an d with th e disorder , danger , 
pleasure, an d chaos it so often encounters . 

Like the othe r idea s we hav e spoke n of , tha t o f contex t escape s 
adequate characterizatio n b y simple, logically exclusiv e terms . Al l 
things considered, i t is not helpful t o attempt a n absolute , tha t is , a 
simple, simpl y logica l o r single-pol e solutio n o f th e problem s o f 
context, relativity , o r individuality . Fo r these , a  gros s use o f two -
valued logi c o r a n insensitiv e us e o f an y forma l logi c i s likely t o 
lead us astray. 

Formal logi c i s relate d t o ordinar y though t muc h a s a  robo t i n a 
factory i s related t o a  human artisan : The robot can b e more exac t 
but i s unable t o ge t alon g in a n environmen t no t designe d exactl y 
in accor d wit h it s limitations . W e therefor e giv e robot s onl y th e 
jobs they can do; but insensitivity t o the limitations of formal logi c 
may tempt us to assume, a s I have been saying, tha t th e ambiguou s 
world shoul d confor m t o th e logi c rathe r tha n th e logi c t o th e 
ambiguous world . I t i s har d fo r u s t o accep t tha t eve n physic s i s 
ambiguous, an d th e statistics an d sharp classifications o f the socia l 
sciences concea l fro m u s depth s o f ambiguit y that , i f understood , 
would make our judgment more mature (Levin e 1985). 

The subjec t her e i s no t forma l logi c itsel f bu t th e reaction s o f 
thinkers wh o understoo d i t an d als o sa w it s limitations . Her e I 
would lik e t o rea d ou t o f cour t thos e wh o merel y scor n logi c o r 
abandon commo n sens e and common experienc e fo r a n indescriba -
bly superlative state . I  do not want t o deal here with th e mystics or 
even faithfu l Kantian s who believe i n tw o kinds of truth , on e pro-
visional o r illusor y an d th e othe r absolute , o r tw o kind s of world s 
or level s o f experience , on e misleadin g o r fals e o r concealin g o r 
empty an d th e other true or at leas t not false , o r with such persons ' 
conviction tha t the y can approach reality only by way of intuition , 
paradox, negation , o r silenc e (Matila l 1982 , chap . 6) . A s I  hav e 
argued before , on e world i s more tha n enoug h fo r u s to experienc e 
and fathom ; an d I  am no t familia r wit h an y believe r i n tw o kind s 
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of truth , level s o f experience , o r world s wh o ha s an y explanatio n 
for the doubling that i s not simply dogmatic or arbitrary . 

Therefore n o Shankaran o r Ramanujan Vedantist s wil l expoun d 
their convictions here, and no Bilhanas, Ramakrishnas, or Naropas; 
no Attars , Rumis , o r othe r Sufis ; n o Plotinuse s o r Procluses ; n o 
Meister Eckehart s o r Saint s Joh n o f th e Cross ; an d n o pain-and -
paradox-loving Kierkegaards ; an d i f Zen masters ar e no t explicitl y 
forbidden entry , i t is only by the skin of their strong teeth, th e teeth 
they us e to hang from verba l cliff s an d utte r thei r sometimes quit e 
reasonable paradoxes and their acceptance of the ordinary world a s 
the extraordinary one . 

What I  would like to recall ar e the attempts to show that we and 
the world ar e to a  degree indeterminate o r indeterminable b y ordi-
nary logic—meaning , fo r th e mos t part , two-value d logic . A s ex-
amples of this attempt 1  wil l use Chuang-tzu, Montaigne , an d Der -
rida. An d I  wil l giv e th e furthe r example s o f th e Jain s an d th e 
hermeneutic philosophers , wh o thoug h no t a s radical , insis t tha t 
the world mus t b e viewed fro m differen t viewpoints , non e of the m 
in itsel f complet e o r right . Th e meeting o f these disparate thinker s 
creates a  comed y o f contrastin g style s that , grotesquel y conjoine d 
as they are , succeed i n transmitting a  remarkably commo n empha -
sis. I  regret tha t m y expositio n s o reduces th e comedy ; bu t I  hav e 
the excuse that i t is the emphasis I  want t o be faithful t o here. 

Chuang-tzu i s too radica l t o serv e ou r purpose s unambiguously . 
He speaks o f a  possibl e awakenin g int o a  greater reality , say s tha t 
all thing s ar e one , and , seriousl y o r not , speak s reverently o f sages 
whose intuitive adaptation t o nature is perfect. H e is elusive no less 
by reason of his nature than b y the differences i n the texts that ca n 
be attribute d t o him . However , a s on e o f hi s presume d follower s 
said o f him, althoug h h e formulated thing s extravagantl y an d wa s 
sometimes to o free—especially , I  add , fo r thos e who wer e to o sol-
emn—he wa s no t partisan , fo r "h e di d no t sho w thing s fro m on e 
particular point of view" and "was not arrogant towards the myriad 
things." Becaus e h e wa s no t arrogant , h e di d no t confut e anyon e 
with logica l discrimination s an d problems , an d s o "h e go t alon g 
with conventional people " (Graha m 1981 , 282-83). 

Chuang-tzu's attitud e o f unprejudiced respec t fo r thing s and point s 
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of vie w wa s on e o f humilit y towar d th e dept h o f th e worl d an d 
toward ou r inabilit y t o understan d i t al l o r understan d anythin g 
with intellectua l certainty : 

We do not know of anything which we now affirm tha t we shall not deny 
it fifty-nine  time s over . Th e myria d thing s hav e somewher e fro m whic h 
they grow but no one sees the root, somewhere from which they come forth 
but n o one sees the gate . Me n al l honor what wi t knows , bu t non e know s 
how to know by depending on what hi s wits do not know; may that no t be 
called the supreme uncertainty? (Graha m 1981 , 102) 

My no doubt anachronisti c reactio n o n readin g thi s is that Chuang -
tzu, i f transmuted int o a  contemporary scientist , woul d reve l i n th e 
theory o f chaos . I  do no t thin k tha t h e woul d objec t t o moder n cel l 
biology o r physics , whic h coul d nouris h hi s fantasie s a s the y d o 
those o f th e writer s o f scienc e fiction , bu t tha t h e woul d as k i f 
beyond th e quark s ther e wer e rishon s an d beyon d th e rishon s some -
thing else , an d i f ever y discover y migh t no t lea d t o a  conclusio n 
that th e nex t discover y migh t refute , an d i f everythin g w e learne d 
did no t increas e th e sens e o f mystery , o f th e unknow n an d mayb e 
inconceivable origin , th e suprem e uncertaint y beyon d ratiocina -
tion. 

Educated b y hi s paradox-lovin g frien d Hu i Shih , Chuang-tz u 
showed a  goo d understandin g o f th e logica l debate s o f hi s times . 
Hui Shi h pointe d ou t t o hi m tha t i t wa s impossibl e t o characteriz e 
things exactl y becaus e the y wer e alway s changin g an d slippin g 
away, s o that onl y contradiction s coul d describ e them . A  thing die s 
while i t i s stil l alive , h e said , an d meant , perhaps , tha t onl y some -
thing aliv e coul d die ; an d becaus e i t di d no t di e al l a t once , ther e 
was n o precis e momen t whe n i t ha d alread y quit e died . H e als o 
might hav e meant , a s th e Buddhist s di d later , tha t th e ver y proces s 
of lif e require d th e partia l an d constan t dying s awa y tha t mad e lif e 
possible. I n eithe r case , th e us e o f th e designatio n alive  coul d onl y 
be ambiguous . Hu i Shih seems also to have argued , no t unlik e Zeno , 
that th e division o f space and tim e int o exact unit s leads to parado x 
or self-contradiction . 

Going furthe r still , Chuang-tz u cam e t o th e conclusio n tha t th e 
very ac t o f designation, th e shih  tha t affirme d th e presenc e o r right -
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ness of some particular thing , o r the fei  tha t denie d it s presence o r 
rightness, wa s necessaril y ambiguou s (Hanse n 1983 , 33-34) . Dis -
tinctions lea d t o error s an d self-contradiction , fo r whic h reaso n i t 
might be best, he said, to give up the quest for the exact so  of things 
and stay i n the indiscriminate oneness  o f ignorance an d the untol d 
tao (Hanse n 1983 , 49) . Anything , i t appeare d t o him , coul d b e 
affirmed o f anything ; bu t th e Confucian s stuc k wit h thei r affirma -
tions an d denials , thei r littl e one-side d truths , an d sacrifice d th e 
sages' undiscriminating , unprejudice d illuminatio n (Graha m 1981 , 
52-53). 

It therefor e make s no sense t o mark intellectua l boundaries , dis -
criminate betwee n alternatives , se t norms , o r debat e wha t i s tru e 
or good or false o r bad. "T o discriminate betwee n alternative s i s to 
fail t o se e something, " t o mak e th e mistak e o f assumin g tha t th e 
discriminations ar e exac t o r tha t th e logica l alternative s exhaus t 
all the possibilities (Graha m 1981 , $7* 55-56)-

That leave s Chuang-tzu wit h a n admission an d an acknowledge d 
self-contradiction. Th e admissio n i s tha t words , fo r al l thei r fail -
ures, are unavoidable, because, though what one says is never fixed, 
and thoug h th e distinction s w e mak e wit h thei r hel p canno t b e 
proved, "sayin g say s something, " th e unprejudice d Wa y i s every -
where, an d therefor e w e allo w ourselve s th e rhetorica l question , 
"Whatever th e standpoin t ho w ca n sayin g b e unallowable?" (Gra -
ham 1981 , 52). The acknowledged self-contradiction i s that in order 
to argue as he does against the making of hard-and-fast distinctions , 
Chuang-tzu make s the distinction betwee n knowing and not know -
ing (Hanse n 1983 , 49-50). Furthermore , thoug h h e finds  i t useles s 
to make distinction s o r engag e i n debate , h e does believe tha t on e 
can captur e th e relation s betwee n thing s b y sorting  an d grading 
them, a  proces s tha t remain s obscur e t o u s bu t tha t i s a t leas t 
unprejudiced, tha t is , unevaluative , lik e th e description s give n b y 
an idea l anthropologist , wh o woul d empathiz e wit h peopl e an d 
record thei r thought s an d act s bu t no t tak e side s fo r o r agains t 
anything or anyone. 

Reacting to the world a s he does in an unprejudiced way , Chuang -
tzu insinuate s an d sometime s mayb e eve n says how one ca n thin k 
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about i t withou t fallin g int o rigidit y o r over-exac t discrimination . 
He use s a  numbe r o f catc h phrases , suc h a s "sayin g fro m a  lodgin g 
place," "weighte d saying, " an d "spillove r saying. " 

Consider thes e on e b y one . T o "sa y fro m a  lodgin g place " i s t o 
"borrow a  standpoin t outsid e i n orde r t o sor t a  matte r out , " t o 
"lodge" fo r a  whil e a t someon e else' s standpoint . B y enterin g int o 
his wa y o f seein g things , yo u ca n persuad e him , whil e b y stayin g 
out o f it , yo u remai n a n alie n t o him . I n givin g u p yoursel f fo r a 
while, yo u becom e unprejudiced , sto p favorin g yourself , an d pu t 
the responsibilit y fo r th e standpoin t o n th e othe r perso n (Graha m 
1981, 106) . 

To "weight" wha t on e says is to give i t th e authority , th e weight -
iness, o f one' s experience . "Thi s i s a  matte r o f bein g venerabl e a s a 
teacher. T o b e ahea d i n years , bu t withou t th e war p an d woo f an d 
root an d ti p o f wha t i s expecte d fro m th e venerabl e i n years , thi s 
isn't bein g ahead " (Graha m 1981 , 106) . 

Finally, a  "spillove r saying " i s on e tha t remain s full y adaptabl e 
and spontaneous . It s nam e seem s t o com e fro m th e kin d o f vesse l 
that whe n filled  to o ful l tip s over bu t right s itself . The spilled wate r 
then finds  it s ow n channe l (ibid . 283) . T o sa y b y spillin g ove r 
appears t o b e neithe r mor e no r les s tha n t o us e ou r indispensable , 
ordinary language , i n whic h word s tak e o n spontaneou s change s o f 
meaning. I f th e speake r i s natura l enoug h fo r 'heaven ' t o spea k 
through him , thes e change s d o no t confus e anyon e becaus e th e 
meaning o r intentio n turn s itsel f righ t sid e u p an d th e word s find 
their natura l channe l (Graha m 1981 , 26). 

Michel d e Montaign e i s an od d bu t no t inap t partne r fo r Chuang -
tzu. H e make s th e impressio n o f havin g swallowe d th e Gree k skep -
tics whole , wit h al l thei r belie f i n th e relativit y o f ever y judgmen t 
and value . Bu t h e take s experienc e wit h mor e o f th e avidit y o f th e 
lover tha n th e theoretica l indifferenc e o f a  Gree k skeptic . Surel y i t 
is no t th e skeptic' s equanimit y tha t make s hi m hat e cruelt y an d 
lying an d practic e candor . T o preten d tha t lif e i s otherwise tha n i t 
is, h e says, i s useless. Lik e Chuang-tzu, h e refuse s t o sentimentalize , 
about deat h o r anythin g else ; lik e him , h e i s the natura l anthropol -
ogist, quic k t o empathiz e wit h ever y eccentri c perso n an d exoti c 

154 



CONTEXTUAL HESITATIONS AND SOLUTIONS 

custom; and , lik e him, h e is sure that on e fashionable trut h wil l be 
succeeded by another . 

What i s especially relevan t her e is Montaigne's refusal t o believ e 
in th e consistenc y o f huma n beings , whos e action s appea r t o hi m 
impossible t o explai n b y an y fixe d principle . I n hi s essa y "O f th e 
Inconsistency o f Our Actions, " h e says , "Thos e wh o mak e a  prac -
tice o f comparin g huma n action s ar e neve r s o perplexe d a s whe n 
they tr y t o se e the m a s whol e an d i n th e sam e light ; fo r the y 
commonly contradic t eac h other so strangely tha t i t seems impossi-
ble that the y have come from th e same shop" (Frame 1958 , 239). He 
gives the example of Nero, an extraordinarily cruel man who never-
theless grieved a t signing the death sentence of a condemned crimi -
nal. Our conduct an d opinions, he says, are naturally unstable , an d 
we might understan d peopl e better i f we substituted a  detailed, bit -
by-bit judgmen t fo r a  genera l an d consisten t one . Ordinarily , w e 
follow ou r appetites , t o th e left , th e right , an d uphil l an d down , 
according to circumstances . Lik e chameleons, w e take on th e colo r 
of the place we happen t o be in. "Wha t w e have just now planned , 
we presentl y change , an d presentl y agai n w e retrac e ou r steps : 
nothing bu t oscillatio n an d inconsistency . .  . .  W e do no t go , w e 
are carried away , lik e floating  objects .  .  .  We float between differ -
ent state s o f mind ; w e wis h nothin g freely , nothin g absolutely , 
nothing constantly (Fram e 1958 , 240). 

If these words carry some implication of self-blame a t such incon-
sistency, Chuang-tzu would not approve; but he would like the idea 
of being carried awa y like an object floating  t o nowhere in particu -
lar. 

Montaigne seem s t o b e speakin g primaril y o f mora l consistenc y 
because, afte r h e remark s tha t h e i s move d no t onl y b y externa l 
circumstances bu t b y his own "unstabl e posture, " he list s the con -
tradictions that can be found in him. He is bashful, insolent ; chaste, 
lascivious; talkative, taciturn; tough, delicate; clever, stupid; surly, 
affable; lying , truthful ; learned , ignorant ; an d liberal , miserly , an d 
prodigal. He has nothing, h e says, to say about himsel f "absolutely , 
simply, an d solidly, withou t confusio n an d without mixture " (Fram e 
1958, 239-42). 
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Surely Chuang-tz u woul d approv e o f thi s inabilit y t o categoriz e 
and judge and find in i t something of nature's richness of opposites, 
unpremeditated shifting , an d freeing o f alternatives. 

It i s true tha t Montaign e speak s in a  strange amalga m o f quota -
tions, generalizations , an d confessions , a  littl e lik e a  ventriloquis t 
who want s desperatel y t o b e confidentia l bu t ca n n o longe r spea k 
except through the mouths of his dummies. But he travels along his 
trail like a meandering dog, sniffing her e and there and getting only 
to wher e i t turn s ou t h e want s t o g o afte r h e get s there . H e see s 
philosophy no t a s rigorous intellectualism bu t as either wisdom, fo r 
which h e ha s grea t respect , o r adulterate d o r irregula r poetry , fo r 
which he does not. He likes middling things best, but not abstentio n 
from excitement , becaus e our lives are harmonies composed of con-
traries, swee t an d biting , hig h an d low , ligh t an d heavy ; an d h e 
says, t o ca p an d en d hi s essays , tha t "i t i s a n absolut e perfectio n 
and virtually divine to know how to enjoy our being rightfully" an d 
seek no other condition but that in which we are (Fram e 1958 , 857). 

Chuang-tzu's tal k i s penetrating , fantastic , forcefull y irregula r 
poetry, an d Montaigne' s essay s ar e spillover saying . Th e incompa -
rable Derrid a glorie s i n showing , i n Chuang-tzu' s language , tha t 
"alternatives proceed, " tha t w e shif t fro m on e meaning or position 
to another , an d tha t ou r book s an d system s ar e no t i n fac t consis -
tent an d tha t "thei r formation, " a s Chuang-tz u woul d say , "i s a 
dissolution" (Graha m 1981 , 53). Writing, a s Derrida describes , "b y 
ellipses, correction s an d correction s o f corrections , lettin g g o o f 
each concept a t the very moment when I  needed to use it" (Derrid a 
1976, xviii), he ends with a  text arcan e enough to make a commen-
tator almos t a s usefu l a s for th e tex t o f Chuang-tzu . I t make s th e 
impression tha t Derrida' s self-imposed mission , t o uncove r disinte -
grative secrets in the writings of others, has decided him to hide his 
own secrets behind a  barrier of oblique observations. 

This critica l remar k ma y b e unfai r t o Derrida' s attemp t t o sa y 
what can a t most be hinted at . One of his sources is Nietzsche, wh o 
argues quit e directly , whil e Derrid a believe s tha t i n principl e h e 
must argu e indirectly . Le t me illustrate th e difference betwee n th e 
two. Nietzsch e says , directly , tha t logi c falsifie s because , i n usin g 
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it, on e make s th e fals e assumptio n tha t i t i s applie d t o identica l 
cases: 

Logic is bound to the condition: assume there are identical cases. In fact, 
to make possible logical thinking and inference, this condition must first be 
treated fictitiousl y a s fulfilled . Tha t is : the wil l t o logica l trut h ca n b e 
carried throug h onl y afte r a  fundamental falsification  o f al l event s is as-
sumed. Logi c does not spring from wil l t o truth . .  .  .  Logic contains n o 
criterion of truth, but an imperative concerning what should count as true. 
(Kaufmann and Hollingdale 1968, 277, 279) 

Nietzsche asks , "Ar e th e axiom s o f logi c adequat e t o realit y o r 
are the y a  means an d measur e fo r u s to create reality , th e concep t 
'reality,' fo r ourselves? " Hi s answer , o f a  kin d wit h whic h w e ar e 
familiar, i s that "t o affirm th e former on e would .  .  .  have to hav e 
a previou s knowledg e o f knowledge—whic h i s certainl y no t th e 
case" (Kaufman n an d Hollingdal e 1968 , 279) . "Truth, " say s 
Nietzsche, whic h establishe s a  fictitiou s worl d o f subject , sub -
stance, reason, an d the like, is the will "to classify phenomen a int o 
definite categories. " Thi s will , whic h depend s upo n ou r nee d fo r 
security i n a  dangerously mutabl e world , falsifie s tha t mutability , 
for "the character o f the world in a  state of becoming" is incapable 
of formulatio n an d is , i n term s o f ou r simplifyin g logic , fals e an d 
self-contradictory. "Knowledg e and becoming exclude one another " 
(Kaufmann an d Hollingdale 1968 , 280). 

Although hi s positio n i s s o similar , whe n Derrid a goe s abou t 
deconstructing metaphysics , h e insist s tha t th e proces s i s basicall y 
indefinable. Lik e a negative theologian , h e has a  long lis t of philo-
sophical attitude s tha t deconstructio n i s not (Harve y 1986 , 24-25). 
To hel p himself , h e coin s th e neologis m differance  bu t naturall y 
cannot defin e thi s inadequacy an d excessivenes s tha t h e i s search-
ing for in our words. For Derrida think s by means of a paradox lik e 
Chuang-tzu's: H e ha s n o choic e bu t t o us e th e metaphysica l con -
cepts h e want s t o evade , concept s tha t i n th e ac t o f explanatio n 
take ove r wha t i s beyon d o r outsid e them ; s o muc h s o tha t th e 
admiring, painstaking exposito r of Derrida I  have followed i s appre-
hensive that she is destroying him by her very attempt to be faithfu l 
to him (Harve y 1986 , 124). The role of the deconstructionist resem -
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bles tha t o f th e participant-observer . Lik e th e anthropologis t i n 
relation t o th e cultur e h e i s studying , deconstructio n reveal s th e 
inadequacy o f that o n whic h i t itsel f depend s (Harve y 1986 , 14) . 

What i s there t o sa y abou t difference  b y way o f hin t o r negation ? 
Something o f the hidde n ' truth ' abou t trut h h e i s looking fo r ca n b e 
hinted a t fro m th e margin s an d interstice s o f what peopl e write . W e 
deconstruct, Derrid a says , b y finding  dissonances , thinkin g disson -
antly, discontinuously , an d eruptively , an d b y looking for th e trace s 
manifest i n th e phenomeno n bu t impossibl e t o presen t explicitl y 
because i t erase s itsel f i n presentin g itsel f (Derrid a 1982 , 23 , 134 -
35). We can se e differance a s "the 'active, ' discord of different force s 
. .  .  tha t Nietzsch e set s u p agains t th e entir e syste m o f metaphysi -
cal grammar , whereve r thi s syste m govern s culture , philosophy , 
and science " (Derrid a 1982 , 18) . As the differance  betwee n abstrac t 
Being an d beings , differance  remain s fo r u s a  metaphysica l name . 
Yet "  'older ' tha n Bein g itself , suc h a  differance  ha s n o nam e i n ou r 
language. .  . .  There i s no name  fo r i t a t all , no t eve n th e nam e o f 
essence o r o f Being , no t eve n tha t o f 'differance/  whic h i s no t a 
name, whic h i s no t a  pur e nomina l unity , an d unceasingl y dislo -
cates itsel f i n a  chai n o f differing an d deferrin g substitutions " (Der -
rida 1982 , 26) . I t i s surely no t th e tao,  thoug h i t resemble s i t i n tha t 
in namin g i t we fai l t o name i t becaus e i t i s not nameable . 

For Derrida , t o nam e i s to separate , distinguish , an d creat e other -
ness, whic h therefor e come s befor e sameness ; bu t 'sameness, ' b y 
means o f whic h w e unit e differences , i s onl y a  later , mor e radica l 
form o f othernes s o r difference . T o nam e thing s i s t o exhibi t vio -
lence agains t "th e purel y unique , idiosyncratic , non-repeatable , 
non-representable" (Harve y 1986 , 136) . 

It wa s Plato , say s Derrida , whos e philosoph y authorize d wha t h e 
calls th e "epoc h o f logocentrism " an d "onto-theology. " Plat o unite d 
the realit y o f presence wit h th e idealit y o f Idea s or concepts , whic h 
he believed tha t reaso n coul d reveal . Aristotl e strengthened th e rul e 
of logocentrism , no t onl y b y hi s doctrin e o f essenc e bu t b y hi s 
division o f tim e int o a  never-endin g successio n o f stati c nows , whic h 
do no t reall y exis t becaus e the y ar e no t a t al l tempora l (Harve y 
1986, 104-7) . 

According t o Derrida , metaphysic s create s a  particula r syste m o f 
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conceptual possibilities . Thes e ar e embedde d i n al l th e Wester n 
languages an d therefor e dominat e al l Wester n thought . Th e domi -
nance is all the stronger when, a s usual, i t is not suspected. We can 
see thi s dominanc e i n th e repeate d questio n wha t a  thin g i s an d 
why i t is . The crucia l questio n "Wha t i s it?" solicits a n answe r b y 
means o f a  name , a  prope r noun , whic h i s a  fixed,  unchangin g 
characterization. An d the crucia l questio n "Why? " solicits the fur -
ther questio n "Wha t for? " an d th e "Wha t for? " leads t o th e philo -
sophical concepts of purpose, causality , an d al l the rest of the fixed 
structures of metaphysics (Harve y 1986 , 110-11). 

The troubl e lies , say s Derrida , i n ou r us e o f words , whic h ar e 
required t o stand arbitraril y fo r other things . This causes the mean-
ing of a  word t o become essentially fixed.  " A nou n i s proper whe n 
it ha s bu t a  singl e sense . Better , i t i s onl y i n thi s cas e tha t i t i s 
properly a  noun . Univocit y i s th e essence , o r better , th e telos  o f 
language. N o philosophy, a s such, ha s eve r renounce d thi s Aristo -
telian ideal. This ideal is philosophy." Aristotle, he says, recognizes 
that a  word ma y hav e severa l meanings ; bu t w e accep t th e fac t o f 
multiple meaning s onl y t o th e exten t tha t thei r numbe r i s limite d 
and the y are , abov e all , clearl y distinc t fro m on e another . "Lan -
guage is what i t is , language, only insofar a s it can then master an d 
analyze polysemia . Wit h n o remainder .  .  .  Each time tha t polyse -
mia is irreducible, when no unity of meaning is even promised to it, 
one is outside language. And consequently outside humanity" (Der -
rida 1982 , 247-48). 

In requiring th e meanings of a word t o have a n underlyin g unit y 
or center , " a certai n violence " i s exercised , say s Derrida ; an d th e 
false, violentl y made distinctions embodied i n the word lend them -
selves to th e violenc e o f political oppression . Name s ar e given an d 
then tabooed , forbidde n t o b e pronounced , an d s o th e initia l vio -
lence of naming is translated int o "the system of the moral law an d 
of transgression, " Whe n th e foreig n anthropologis t come s an d be -
gins t o nam e things , th e battl e o f name s begins . A t first  h e i s 
satisfied merel y t o loo k on . " A fixed  glanc e an d a  mut e presence . 
Then thing s ge t more complicated , becom e more tortuou s an d lab -
yrinthine" (Derrid a 1976 , 112-13). 

Perhaps Derrida's point can be given an illustration fro m a  primi-
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tivist tex t i n th e Chuang-tz u book . I t i s the stor y o f P o Lo, who wa s 
dissatisfied tha t th e horse s wer e al l wild , natural , an d useless . H e 
singed, shaved , clipped , an d brande d them , pu t the m int o crampe d 
stables an d stalls , the n starve d an d whippe d the m int o submissio n 
until the y wer e traine d an d di d hi s bidding. Mor e tha n hal f o f the m 
died i n th e process , an d th e res t learne d t o smash crossbars , wriggl e 
out o f yokes , spi t ou t bits , an d gna w throug h reins . Jus t a s P o L o 
would no t le t th e horse s simpl y be , th e sage s di d no t le t peopl e ac t 
naturally an d simpl y bas k i n th e su n o r strol l alon g idl y a s the y 
wished. No , th e sage s distinguishe d action s a s righ t an d wrong , 
groped fo r goodwil l an d define d it , straine d fo r duties , whic h the y 
named an d described , an d se t u p th e regim e o f rewards an d punish -
ments t o establis h moralit y firmly  (Graha m 1981 , 204-6). 

I hav e bot h shortene d an d somewha t change d th e stor y fro m 
Chuang-tzu, without , I  hope, falsifyin g it . Th e point h e often make s 
is tha t th e establishmen t o f moralit y come s fro m th e failur e t o 
realize tha t word s an d therefor e moralit y canno t reall y b e fixed. 
This failur e t o understan d leads , h e says , t o intellectua l an d mora l 
failure, an d t o unhappiness . S o far, I  find  him no t unlik e Derrida . 

To g o bac k t o Derrid a an d language , h e hold s tha t th e fixing  o f 
meanings allow s on e concep t t o dominat e anothe r and , a s meta -
physics, t o defin e an d organiz e al l Bein g i n a  hierarchy . Metaphys -
ics, h e believes , create s a  system of parallelisms or conceptual pairs , 
such a s th e include d an d th e excluded , th e sensibl e an d th e intelli -
gible, th e interna l an d th e external , th e goo d an d th e evil , an d th e 
true an d th e false . Everythin g i s suppose d t o b e metaphysicall y 
encompassed b y thes e pair s an d situate d i n thei r hierarchy . Onc e 
philosophers hav e decide d ho w suc h concept s ar e organized , th e 
concepts se t th e limit s o f th e presumabl y real , intelligibl e world . 
Everything els e i s condemned t o be nonsense , madness , o r nonexis -
tence, an d al l nonconformis m i s blocke d a  priori . Whateve r doe s 
not pa y th e require d metaphysica l pric e i s excluded , devalued , o r 
abandoned. Bu t th e exclusion , devaluation , o r abandonmen t i s ex -
plicit and , i n thi s sense , define d b y an d include d withi n th e meta -
physical syste m (Harve y 1986 , 111-15) . 

Derrida's view s are , I  think, excessive , an d no t alway s intention -
ally so . Hi s convictio n tha t Wester n language s ar e penetrate d b y a 
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peculiar, totall y coercive Western metaphysics does not fit the more 
moderate conclusion s w e reache d earlier . Hi s allie d conviction , 
inherited, I  suppose, from Heidegger , tha t al l of philosophy i s based 
on it s Gree k sourc e i s equall y awry . H e say s tha t thi s vie w i s n o 
"occidentalism," bu t tha t "i t i s simpl y a  fac t tha t th e foundin g 
concepts o f philosoph y ar e primaril y Greek , an d i t woul d no t b e 
possible t o philosophize , o r t o spea k philosophically , outsid e thi s 
medium" (Derrid a 1978 , 80). With respec t t o Indi a thi s i s no mor e 
than a  gross error, unless Derrida's view is the tautological one tha t 
only Wester n philosoph y ca n b e Wester n philosoph y an d mak e 
Western philosophizin g possible . Wit h respec t t o China , hi s gener-
alization i s highl y doubtful . W e kno w tha t th e Chines e languag e 
does work rather differently i n problems the West considers ontolog-
ical, bu t w e hav e hear d Chuang-tz u attackin g th e hard-and-fas t 
distinctions mad e wit h Chines e word s an d b y mean s o f Chines e 
reasoning. 

Derrida seem s t o hav e regarde d thei r "hieroglyphics " a s bindin g 
the Chines e t o mer e exegesi s an d thei r nonphoneti c writin g a s a 
menace to "history a s the spirit's relationship to itself." Sharply, h e 
says, o r rathe r missays , tha t Chines e an d simila r writin g immobi -
lizes spiritual creatio n withi n th e commentary , an d tha t "confine d 
in a  narro w space , reserve d fo r a  minority , i t i s th e principl e o f 
death, an d o f differenc e i n th e becomin g o f being . I t i s t o speec h 
what China i s to Europe" (Derrid a 1976 , 25, 91-92). 

I am no t sur e I  understand this ; bu t i f I  have caugh t th e drif t o f 
Derrida's remark s o n Chines e writing , the y ar e bot h conventiona l 
and mistaken . Howeve r tha t ma y be , th e Buddhis t philosophica l 
tradition i n bot h Indi a an d Chin a wa s explicitl y agains t allowin g 
words o r concept s an y metaphysica l status . Tha t is , th e Buddhist s 
were by nature anti-logocentric , t o use Derrida's term, an d i t was a 
cardinal belie f o f many o f its philosophers tha t realit y coul d no t be 
grasped b y means of reason or its instruments—language an d logi c 
—which the y too k t o express , no t wha t a  thin g was , bu t wha t i t 
was no t (Dravi d 1972 ; Matilal 1971 , 39-46; Matila l 1982 , chap. 5 ; 
Shastri 1964 , chap. 9; Stcherbatsky 1958 , 403-32). 

I confine my other complaints against Derrida to a single sentence 
because my own position i s clear from wha t I  have written earlier . 
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He i s to o pessimisti c abou t th e literall y infinit e possibilitie s give n 
by words . I  prefe r th e Ze n vie w tha t jus t a s word s ar e limite d b y 
what i s wordless , wha t i s wordles s i s limite d b y wha t ca n b e pu t 
into words . Thi s mean s tha t nothin g ca n b e explaine d t o th e end , 
but tha t ther e i s nothin g s o completel y inexplicabl e tha t nothin g 
insightful ca n b e sai d abou t i t (Verd u 1981 , 137) . Ye t I  sympathiz e 
with Derrida' s searc h fo r wha t lie s between words , lines , an d texts , 
in wha t h e call s th e trace.  H e write s lik e a  disappointe d love r o f 
words an d a  laten t mystic . Just a s Chuang-tzu, th e almos t complet e 
relativist, perhap s wante d t o reac h th e ubiquitou s unknow n One , 
Derrida appear s t o hav e acknowledge d hi s lov e fo r th e Presenc e h e 
has alway s seeme d t o b e denying . H e ha s trie d t o sho w i t t o b e 
divided an d no t whole , h e no w says , becaus e h e ha s identifie d i t 
with deat h (Sturroc k 1986) . I f so , h e ha s followe d th e ol d rul e o f 
divide an d fal l prisoner , thoug h h e seem s t o hav e ha d a  goo d tim e 
at it . Wha t ma y b e good fo r u s in Derrid a i s his attemp t t o tur n th e 
paradox o f th e lia r int o th e dilemm a o f th e huma n bein g tryin g t o 
use hi s limitations i n orde r t o escap e them . 

I hav e chose n th e Jain s an d th e hermeneuti c philosophers , or , 
rather, Siddhasen a an d Gadamer , a s mor e moderat e advocate s o f 
the acceptanc e o f differen t viewpoints . A t leas t indirectly , thei r 
tolerance i s als o a n understandin g o f th e shortcoming s o f logi c a s 
we s o often appl y i t defensively o r rigidly . 

Since Jainis m an d Buddhis m develope d fo r a  tim e i n th e sam e 
environment, i t wa s natura l tha t the y shoul d hav e share d a  simila r 
interest i n th e prope r way s o f askin g an d answerin g question s and , 
as i t turn s out , a  simila r moderatio n an d relativ e toleranc e 
(Jayatilleke 1963 , chaps 4  and 5) . 

In earl y Buddhism , th e charg e o f self-contradiction wa s answere d 
by th e analysi s an d clarificatio n o f th e sens e o f th e word s i n whic h 
a hostil e questio n wa s aske d (Matila l 1981 , 7). Sometimes th e ques -
tion aske d wa s resolve d int o a  numbe r o f separat e ones , eac h t o b e 
answered i n it s ow n right . Whe n th e Buddh a wa s aske d a  questio n 
that coul d no t b e answere d becaus e i t wa s compose d o f differen t 
questions, h e migh t remai n silent , th e Buddhis t traditio n reports ; o r 
the questio n migh t b e expose d a s n o mor e tha n a  pseudoquestio n 
(Matilal 1981 , 8). Mor e exactly , question s wer e classifie d a s thos e 
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that shoul d b e answere d categorically , thos e tha t shoul d b e an -
swered wit h a  counterquestion, thos e tha t shoul d b e se t aside , an d 
those that should be explained analyticall y (Jayatillek e 1963 , 281). 

The Jains went furthe r an d asserted tha t al l views , tha t is , al l th e 
views o f thei r philosophica l opponents , wer e righ t bu t eac h onl y 
from a  certain poin t o f view. I n the words o f Siddhasena Divakara , 
a Jain philosopher of , probably , th e fifth century : 

All the standpoints are right in their own respective spheres—but if they 
are taken to be refutations, eac h of the other, the n the y are wrong. Bu t a 
man wh o know s th e € non-one-sided' natur e o f realit y neve r say s tha t a 
particular view is absolutely wrong. (Matila l 1981 , 31) 

Siddhasena pointe d ou t tha t t o th e Jains the tw o mos t importan t 
viewpoints wer e those of the monistic philosophers—tha t onl y sub-
stance exists—an d o f th e pluralisti c philosophers—tha t 'modifica -
tions' o r onl y 'modifications ' exist . Th e first  viewpoin t is , alter -
natively, tha t o f generalit y an d th e second , tha t o f differentiatio n 
or particularity . Siddhasen a propose d th e followin g synthesi s o f 
the two: 

There i s n o substance tha t i s devoid o f modifications , no r i s there an y 
modification withou t a n abiding something, a  substance. Fo r origin, decay 
and continuance ar e the three constituents o f a  substance. (Matila l 1981 , 
37) 

In a similar vein , anothe r Jain philosopher said , 'Ther e i s no origi n 
without destruction , no r i s ther e an y destructio n withou t origin , 
and neithe r i s destructio n no r originatio n possibl e withou t wha t 
continues t o be" (Matila l 1981 , 38). 

The Jain vie w i s tha t i f on e put s to o muc h emphasi s o n wha t i s 
unchanging, on e arrive s a t Vedantic metaphysics , i n which chang e 
is unreal an d everything, understoo d deeply , i s one. Bu t if too muc h 
emphasis i s pu t o n change , sa y th e Jains , on e arrive s a t Buddhis t 
metaphysics (o f th e Sautrantik a kind) , i n whic h th e world , under -
stood deeply , i s nothing bu t a  sequence o f minimally brief , separat e 
events. 

Siddhasena expresse d hi s positio n i n thi s way : "Ther e ar e just a s 
many standpoint s a s ther e ar e way s o f puttin g a  (philosophic ) 
proposition. Ther e ar e als o a s man y standpoint s a s ther e ar e view s 
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of the non-Jai n philosophers " (Matila l 1981 , 42). Bu t the Jains cam e 
to adop t a  seven-fol d classification , whic h i t i s no t necessar y t o 
discuss here . Thei r positio n brough t o n the m th e charg e o f self -
contradiction. I t i s eas y t o se e ho w the y coul d answe r tha t ther e 
was n o logica l contradictio n i n assignin g contradictor y qualitie s t o 
something, becaus e eac h qualit y wa s mean t i n a  differen t sens e o r 
from a  differen t standpoint . However , th e Jain s foun d i t necessar y 
to supplemen t thei r doctrin e o f standpoint s wit h another , tha t o f 
the inexpressible . The y observe d tha t ther e i s n o singl e wor d capa -
ble o f bearin g th e simultaneou s meaning s o f existent  o r being  an d 
nonexistent o r becoming,  eve n i f thes e contradictor y meaning s wer e 
meant t o appl y t o differen t aspects . Fo r a  bette r insigh t int o th e 
nature o f th e individua l objec t o r event , on e needs , the y said , a t 
least tw o predicate s spoken i n succession . 

To giv e m y ow n example , whe n w e loo k a t a  particula r thing , i t 
may a t on e momen t appea r bi g an d a t anothe r small , o r round , 
elliptical, o r flat,  becaus e i t look s differen t fro m differen t angle s 
and distance s an d it s appearanc e change s wit h ever y chang e o f 
relative position . I  canno t se e th e objec t fro m al l possibl e angle s 
and distance s a t onc e o r dra w o r giv e a  simple , immediat e descrip -
tion o f al l o f thes e possibilities . However , althoug h th e angle s an d 
distances fro m whic h I  se e i t ar e restricted , sometime s ver y nar -
rowly, ever y vie w an d us e implie s th e others , a s i f I  sa w o r kne w 
them al l t o b e tru e o r visibl e a t once ; an d o f cours e the y are , a s 
objective possibilities , tru e a t once , thoug h I  cannot stat e the m al l 
at once , excep t b y saying , a s th e Jai n woul d like , tha t I  ca n se e 
only i n perspective . Therefore , th e Jai n hold s tha t realit y i s bot h 
expressible an d inexpressibl e an d tha t thes e tw o predicate s d o no t 
in fac t contradic t on e another . Ever y sigh t an d thought , th e Jai n 
believes, i s dua l becaus e i t take s par t i n bot h bein g an d nonbeing , 
the unit y o f whic h i s no t directl y ope n t o logica l though t (Matila l 
1981, 59-60 ; S. Mookerj i 1978 , 98-100). 

Matilal summarize s b y sayin g tha t th e doctrin e o f standpoint s i s 
a philosoph y o f rapproachemen t an d synthesis , accordin g t o whic h 
no philosophica l propositio n ca n b e tru e i f asserte d uncondition -
ally. I n tribut e t o th e Jains, Matila l add s tha t thei r grea t respec t fo r 
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life wa s transforme d a t th e intellectua l leve l int o respec t fo r th e 
views of others (Matila l 1981 , 61). 

The tribut e need s t o b e qualified : Th e Jains believe d tha t thei r 
whole doctrine o f standpoints wa s objectively tru e an d i n n o sense 
relative a s a  whole . The y als o believed , a s wa s natura l i n th e 
context o f India n life , i n th e omniscienc e o f thei r prophet s (Sing h 
1974). 

The historica l origin s o f hermeneutic s ar e comple x an d it s con -
temporary manifestation s varie d (Sunke l 1974 ; Hoy 1982 ; Bleicher 
1980), bu t ther e i s n o nee d t o g o int o thi s here . I t seem s t o m e 
enough t o represen t hermeneuti c thinkin g b y th e philosoph y o f 
Gadamer. 

Gadamer tell s us that hi s starting point was the critique of ideal-
ism an d it s romanti c tradition . I n hi s critique , h e use s the ide a o f 
play, h e says, in order to overcome the idealistic philosophers ' doc-
trines o f self-consciousness . Pla y i s o f suc h importanc e t o hi m be -
cause i t break s the philosophic legend s of absolute unit y an d abso -
lute isolation. I t shows in practice tha t a  person can lose himself i n 
something tha t i s no t himself , an d tha t th e differenc e betwee n 
subject an d object can then vanish (Gadame r 1985 , 178). 

To Gadamer , th e hermeneuti c proble m ha s t o do with whateve r 
is reasonable, tha t is , with everythin g on which huma n being s can 
try t o agree . Whe n th e differenc e i n standpoint s seem s to o great , 
the tas k o f hermeneutic s i s t o find a  commo n language . Thi s lan -
guage i s neve r somethin g fixed  because , give n th e flexibilit y an d 
loss o f sel f tha t pla y encourages , languag e become s language-at -
play, whic h allow s thos e wh o us e i t t o becom e involve d i n on e 
another and so to begin to understand one another. 'Th e possibilit y 
of reaching a n agreemen t betwee n reasonabl e being s can neve r b e 
denied" (180) . 

On th e proble m o f languag e an d metaphysics , Gadame r ask s 
"Whether, i n our linguistically transmitted experience , we may not 
be prey to prejudices or , worse still, t o necessities which hav e thei r 
source i n th e linguisti c structurin g o f ou r first  experienc e o f th e 
world" (Gadame r 197s , 491) . H e answer s wit h a n almos t unmea -
sured optimism: "There ar e no limits to the interior dialogue of the 
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soul with itself . With thi s thesis I  would oppos e the suspicion tha t 
language i s a n ideology . I  wan t t o argu e fo r th e pretentio n t o 
universality o f th e ac t o f understandin g an d o f speaking . W e ca n 
express everythin g i n word s an d ca n tr y t o com e t o a n agreemen t 
about everything. " N o doub t referrin g t o Whor f an d thos e influ -
enced b y him, Gadame r speak s of the America n relativis m derive d 
from Humbold t and its argument tha t empirical research has shown 
that w e ar e imprisone d b y th e particula r schematis m o f th e lan -
guages we speak (1975 , 493). Again h e answers with optimism an d 
says tha t languag e i s unendingl y creativ e an d fluid  an d therefor e 
"opens up the infinity o f discourse, of discourse with others , an d of 
the freedo m o f 'speakin g oneself * an d o f 'allowin g onesel f t o b e 
spoken' "  (1975 , 498). 

Gadamer conclude s tha t wha t w e lear n b y "growin g int o a n 
language" i s nothin g les s tha n th e worl d itsel f a s experience d i n 
human communication an d handed down to us. "In al l those places 
. .  .  where unfamiliarit y i s overcome an d wha t occur s i s the shed -
ding o f light , th e comin g o f insigh t an d appropriation , wha t take s 
place i s th e hermeneuti c translatio n int o th e wor d an d int o th e 
common consciousness" (1975 , 181). 

I am happy t o say Amen! to Gadamer's humane optimism. Bu t as 
we kno w fro m ou r discussio n o f anthropology , th e decisio n t o g o 
hermeneutic i s onl y th e beginnin g o f wisdo m an d o f probabl y re -
newed misunderstanding . 

It i s evidentl y har d t o understan d huma n being s a s wel l a s w e 
would like . Thi s i s true whethe r w e thin k o f the m a s individuals , 
groups, or whole cultures. I f our understanding of groups or cultures 
depended directl y o n tha t o f individuals , i t woul d b e necessary t o 
concentrate o n individual s first . Bu t thi s notio n o f priorit y i s a s 
misleading as the conclusion tha t we have to understand everythin g 
about th e cell s o f th e bod y befor e w e ca n understan d anythin g 
about th e bod y the y constitute . Th e trut h i s tha t th e bod y als o 
constitutes it s cells, which ca n liv e only within it s whole; an d th e 
culture als o constitutes th e individual s wh o liv e an d thin k withi n 
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it an d b y it s means . Th e individua l i s no doubt mor e independen t 
than th e cell ; bu t jus t a s onl y feta l cell s ar e easil y grafte d ont o 
another body , onl y quit e young person s ar e easily assimilate d int o 
a culture into which they were not born. Individual an d culture ar e 
in thi s sense interdependent. The y must b e studied separately ; but , 
because the y involv e on e another , knowledg e o f eithe r increase s 
knowledge o f th e other , provide d tha t w e kee p th e relationshi p 
between them in mind. 

Important a s the pursui t o f the details of human lif e may be , th e 
work o f synthesi s i s n o les s so , no t onl y fo r itself , bu t fo r th e 
understanding o f th e details . I  admi t tha t wha t I  a m sayin g i s 
affected b y m y inclinatio n t o pu t thing s togethe r rathe r tha n tak e 
them apart—tha t is , t o reconstruc t wha t other s hav e take n apar t 
or mysel f tak e thing s apar t i n orde r t o reconstruc t them . Bu t ther e 
is no good reason t o allow th e pursuit o f detail o r the refinement o f 
analysis, bot h o f which ar e by nature endless , t o be the pretex t fo r 
an endless postponement o f the work of synthesis. 

Yet ho w ca n w e admi t th e complexit y an d individualit y o f hu -
man culture s an d hop e t o understan d the m better ? Earlier , w e dis-
cussed th e contentio n tha t huma n culture s coul d b e understoo d 
only b y person s wh o ha d experience d the m fro m within ; bu t al -
though understandin g need s to be sensitized b y close experience, i t 
is also sensitized b y distance, an d th e understandin g o f any foreig n 
group depends on an a t least latent comparison with our own. I f we 
are really attentiv e t o foreignness, w e see that almos t an y grou p is 
to a degree foreign an d i s understood b y means of comparison; and , 
furthermore, w e understan d ou r ow n grou p mor e clearl y i f we ar e 
able t o se e i t a s als o foreig n t o us—a n abilit y tha t i s a s likel y t o 
depend on emotion a s on intellect . 

Comparison, then , i s both essentia l an d inevitable . Bu t how ca n 
we gras p a  cultur e i n spit e o f it s complexity ? Befor e I  giv e wha t 
answer I  can, I  want t o improve the question b y referring i t first  to 
the smallest, mos t intimate of human groups , the family . 

We know that ever y person who belongs to a  family ha s a special 
relationship wit h ever y othe r member , an d therefor e th e famil y i s 
the matri x o r contex t withi n whic h eac h o f it s member s ca n b e 
most closely understood. The sociologist Georg Simmel tried to work 
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out a  sociolog y o f group s consistin g o f one , two , three , o r mor e 
members, eac h kin d o f group with it s own rules . However , no t onl y 
do dyad s an d triad s exis t a s complet e familie s i n themselves , bu t 
they exis t a t th e same tim e withi n th e same family , an d no t onl y i n 
accord wit h th e genera l rules , suc h a s the y are , o f huma n dyads , 
triads, an d s o on, bu t wit h th e specia l form s o f the dyadi c o r triadi c 
or othe r relationship s tha t hol d i n a  particula r family . I f so , th e 
family contex t i s a  we b o f web s o f relationship , an d a  clos e under -
standing o f it s members eithe r individuall y o r a s a  group i s not eas y 
for a n outside r t o gain . Bu t th e famil y i s a  huma n contex t o n th e 
smallest scale , an d th e interrelation s tha t mak e u p th e large r con -
texts, thos e o f th e village , town , city , country , o r linguisti c o r 
cultural area , ar e correspondingl y mor e intricate , tha t is , mor e 
intricately unique . Ho w ca n w e outsider s hav e intellectua l acces s 
to them ? 

The answe r resemble s th e on e tha t wa s give n whe n w e spok e o f 
the individualit y o f eac h person' s immun e system . Genera l princi -
ples prove applicable , wit h whateve r margi n o f error; an d th e whol e 
has a n identit y tha t ca n b e recognized i n spite of its complexity an d 
resistance t o ful l analysis . T o us e a  simplifyin g analogy , th e com -
position o f context s ou t o f man y other s i s lik e th e compositio n o f 
scents, th e uniquenes s o f whic h usuall y depend s o n th e kind s an d 
proportions o f th e mor e usua l scent s tha t mak e u p th e composite . 
To identif y a  scen t o r a  cultura l contex t shoul d no t b e har d i f it s 
biological o r socia l reaso n i s t o mar k a  separat e identity . I t i s o f 
course easie r t o identif y tha n t o analyze . Howeve r clearl y different , 
an individua l cultur e ha s a n indefinitel y grea t degre e o f intricacy , 
compounded, w e hav e said , o f the indefinitel y grea t intricac y o f th e 
individuals an d group s tha t mak e i t up . T o understan d a  cultur e a s 
fully a s i s possible fo r us , w e mus t b e willing t o sacrific e par t o f th e 
intricacy, acknowledg e th e vaguenes s tha t w e ca n neve r thin k awa y 
or researc h t o th e end , an d acknowledg e tha t w e ar e i n fac t abl e t o 
grasp an d dea l intellectuall y wit h suc h vagueness . 

What w e alread y hav e an d nee d t o develo p i s th e abilit y t o se e 
the relativel y simpl e i n th e intricat e an d th e relativel y clea r i n th e 
vague. W e nee d t o se e how individua l perso n an d cultur e shar e on e 
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another intricatel y an d i n a  sens e simply , an d vaguel y an d i n a 
sense clearly , an d t o see , wit h th e sam e relaxe d simplicit y an d 
clarity, how cultures compare with one another . 

I mean nothin g mysterious , nothin g tha t disappear s i n th e clea r 
light o f day . I  thin k tha t I  ca n mak e m y poin t mos t easil y b y 
discussing th e analogie s o r model s that , consciousl y o r not , guid e 
our thought. Sometimes , a s in the case of Plato's Ideas, the model is 
assumed t o b e nothing othe r tha n th e metaphysica l reality . Some -
times i t i s not certai n whethe r th e mode l i s only a  rough guide or , 
like a  Platoni c Idea , th e realit y tha t phenomen a 'imitate ' mor e o r 
less well. I t is lucky tha t we are not often force d t o decide whethe r 
it i s the model or the phenomenon tha t i s the approximation o f the 
other. The best example I  know is the difficulty w e have in deciding 
whether o r no t apparentl y continuou s physica l qualities , suc h a s 
space an d time , whic h w e measur e a s i f the y wer e mathematica l 
continuums, reall y consist of points in some mathematical o r atom-
istic sense. 

Whatever th e truth , huma n though t finds  analogie s an d model s 
indispensable. Th e scientist s who create d suc h abstrac t theorie s a s 
special an d genera l relativit y an d quantu m mechanic s arrive d a t 
them with th e help of particular form s of imagery. Thes e scientist s 
initially wanted "to salvage notions based on intuitions constructed 
form th e worl d o f perceptions , an d the n graduall y t o transfor m 
them in such a  way that the new ones were linked in a well-define d 
manner t o th e familia r linguistic-perceptua l anchor s t o th e worl d 
we liv e in " (Mille r 1984 , 311) . Socia l scientist s an d philosopher s 
may have been less successful tha n th e physicists because they have 
dealt wit h mor e difficul t problems , o r problem s t o whic h exac t 
solutions, i n th e physicist' s sense , ar e impossible (Faus t 1984 , 162 -
64). I t should therefor e b e all th e more helpful fo r the social scien -
tists and philosopher s t o resor t t o images, metaphors , models , and , 
in general, to intuition . 

I am not recommending tha t we be careless or abandon th e effor t 
to thin k systematically , bu t onl y tha t w e depen d les s o n purel y 
technical instrument s an d mor e o n imagination , o r harnes s th e 
technical instrument s t o imaginatio n mor e effectively . So , fo r in -
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stance, a  simpl e visua l model , t o giv e i t to o pretentiou s a  name , 
can giv e visua l clarit y t o perhap s th e greates t difficult y w e hav e i n 
making th e kind s of syntheses with whic h w e ar e now concerned . 

The mode l I  a m referrin g t o i s th e proces s o f reproductiv e print -
ing. A  pictur e printe d withou t textura l gradation , a  woodcut , fo r 
example, stand s ou t dramaticall y bu t canno t represen t difference s 
in densit y o r color . A  reproductio n mad e i n a  single colo r wit h th e 
help o f a  rule d screen , whic h break s th e colo r int o differentl y size d 
dots, show s difference s i n densit y bu t not , o f course , i n color , tha t 
is, hue . Fo r a s muc h colo r informatio n a s possible , thre e or , mor e 
usually, fou r screen s mus t b e used , eac h base d o n a  photograp h 
taken wit h th e appropriat e colo r filter . Th e resultin g dot s o f differ -
ent color s ar e printe d abov e o r alongsid e on e anothe r t o creat e 
intermediate color s an d mor e subtl e gradations o f density . 

A pictur e i n a  singl e ungrade d colo r i s lik e a  dichotomou s classi -
fication—a blac k shape , say , agains t a  whit e ground . Th e singl e 
screened color , whic h produce s a  mor e subtl y varie d imag e bu t i s 
one-dimensional i n hue , resemble s a  description o f a group of peopl e 
in term s o f a  singl e trai t o r dimension , fo r example , religion . Eac h 
additional colo r add s a  dimensio n o f hu e an d perhap s a n alteratio n 
of shap e o r area , suc h a s w e get , analogously , whe n w e ad d t o th e 
description o f a  group' s religion description s o f it s economi c life , it s 
family an d othe r socia l structures , it s cognitiv e emphases , o r it s 
esthetics. Eac h adde d hu e add s t o th e densit y an d accurac y o f th e 
picture, ever y hu e bein g modified b y the presenc e o f every other . 

A clea r bu t limite d analysi s i s like a  photograp h mad e throug h a 
single filter.  I f we wan t t o end wit h a  rationa l reconstructio n o f th e 
object o f ou r analysis , w e shoul d analyz e i t i n it s differen t dimen -
sions, a s if photographing i t through differen t filters.  T o fit  together , 
to allo w thei r superimposition , th e analyse s mus t b e unifor m i n 
some critica l respects . Thi s uniformit y i s approximate d whe n th e 
same perso n o r grou p make s the m all ; bu t whe n th e analyse s ar e 
made b y differen t person s o r groups , wit h n o artificia l coordinatio n 
established betwee n them , th e superimposition , whic h i s to say , th e 
summation, i s internall y discordan t an d suffer s fro m it s ow n au -
toimmune disease , th e image-destroyin g wa r betwee n it s elements . 

In keeping with thi s analogy , w e see that i f there i s anything tha t 
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destroys broad syntheses, it is the disparity of the materials of which 
they ar e made . Thi s i s tru e o f th e socia l science s n o les s tha n o f 
history o r an y o f th e othe r naturall y imprecis e fields  o f huma n 
thought. Experiments , i f ther e ar e an y t o tak e accoun t of , ar e 
repeated with such changes that it is easy to argue that they are not 
really th e same . Statistica l summarie s o f al l th e experiment s o f a 
certain kin d ca n b e doubl y misleadin g becaus e th e reductio n o f 
everything t o number s hide s th e disparit y o f th e source s tha t th e 
numbers are meant to summarize. The generalizing anthropologist , 
historian, or philosopher, who has few if any artificial experiment s 
to rely on, i s faced b y a still greate r disparity of sources, disguise d 
though it may be by an omnivorous method, approach, or personal-
ity. Bu t broa d synthese s ca n nevertheles s b e save d b y th e huma n 
ability to deal reasonably with vagueness and to intuit, propose , or 
invent what cannot be found by simply technical means. 

The attempt to understand something may be furthered by exper-
imenting intellectually wit h it s contexts, tha t is , by thinking ho w 
it change s when inserted int o or extracted fro m different context s 
or freed from all explicit context. Loca l detail and nuance make an 
object rich in texture bu t obscure its shape agains t it s background 
and mak e i t difficul t t o compare . I f we disregar d it s nuance s an d 
extract i t fro m it s context , w e ge t a  clea r bu t sparsel y texture d 
shape. I f w e ar e abl e t o thin k o f i t bot h i n an d ou t o f it s loca l 
context, th e intellectual imag e is , in different ways , bot h rich and 
sparse, vaguel y shape d an d clearl y shaped , an d therefor e intellec -
tually dense. 

Our thought has been too deeply affected by models too simple to 
help us much. These models depend on our inclination to see math-
ematics and theoretical physics as ideals (Fisk e and Shweder 1986). 
That is, we have been educated to feel tha t a relationship between 
a cultura l generalizatio n an d it s instances should b e like tha t be -
tween a  regular geometrical figure and a n approximatio n t o it ; or 
between a  law of physics and something formally derivable from it; 
or between a  simple statistica l curv e an d something tha t finds its 
place more or less on the curve. 

We need other, bette r models to help us deal wit h cultura l den -
sity, complexity, vagueness , and unpredictability. Much , I  am sure, 
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will b e don e b y a n imaginativ e us e o f th e technica l mean s no w 
afforded b y computers . I  am no t referrin g mainl y t o acces s to infor -
mation a s such , whic h i s likel y t o b e intellectuall y dangerou s be -
cause th e informatio n i s i n origi n dissimila r i n qualit y an d kind , 
and becaus e thos e wh o ge t i t ready-mad e b y compute r ar e likel y t o 
forget th e caution s tha t shoul d b e nativ e t o thos e wh o gathere d i t 
in th e firs t place . 1  a m referring , instead , t o model s of a  kind simpl e 
enough t o b e easil y graspe d an d abl e al l th e sam e t o demonstrat e 
something o f interes t i n huma n life . Wit h th e hel p o f chao s theor y 
or it s like , so-calle d to y universe s ma y b e abl e t o simulat e th e 
changing relationship s o f huma n groups . Becaus e randomnes s i s 
integral t o thes e universes , the y ar e no t goo d fo r long-ter m predic -
tion; an d becaus e novelt y s o often appear s i n them , th e repeatabl e 
experiment cease s t o b e a  practicabl e idea l (Prigogin e an d Stenger s 
1984, chap. 6 ; Reiter 1986 ; Gleick 1987) . These losses from th e stand -
point o f th e deterministi c vie w o f scienc e see m t o m e t o b e shee r 
gains i n ou r abilit y t o understan d huma n socia l life , whic h lon g 
experience ha s taugh t u s t o b e unpredictabl e (except , the y say , fo r 
death an d taxes) . 

I hop e tha t th e researcher s wh o pla y an d thin k wit h th e ne w 
universes wil l arriv e a t deepe r insight s tha n di d th e simpl e deter -
minists. Bu t though I  anticipate th e revelation s thes e universe s wil l 
lead to , I  confes s tha t I  hav e n o desir e t o tur n m y ow n though t 
technical i n thi s way . Fo r person s wit h a  temperamen t lik e mine , 
the technica l result s can onl y becom e starting point s for other kind s 
of reflection . I  wis h I  coul d pou r dow n a  rai n o f suggestion s tha t 
would reliev e th e thirs t o f parche d investigators ; bu t grante d m y 
limitations an d th e contex t o f thi s book , I  wil l limi t mysel f t o tw o 
analogies o r models , whic h ar e rando m excep t i n th e sens e tha t 
they hav e struck me a s especially helpful . Th e two ar e the analogie s 
of turbulenc e an d cloudiness . I  happened o n the m befor e I  learne d 
that the y wer e studie d b y th e ne w geometr y o f fractals,  inspired , 
like to y universes , b y th e stud y o f chaotic behavio r i n deterministi c 
systems (Mandelbro t 1982) . I  sugges t the m quit e apar t fro m thei r 
fractal nature . 

A turbulence, whic h ca n b e defined a s an unsmoot h flo w contain -
ing eddies , i s unstabl e an d har d t o dea l wit h mathematically . I t 
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seems that , lik e th e wind , i t i s made u p o f a  successio n o f bursts , 
themselves mad e u p o f smalle r bursts . A  turbulence mode l woul d 
surely fit in with view s of the world a s constituted b y the entangle -
ment an d disentanglemen t o f force s o f variou s kinds . Th e tradi -
tional Chines e vie w o f natur e i s certainly o f thi s force-entanglin g 
kind. W e se e visua l illustration s o f suc h turbulenc e i n Chines e 
paintings o f water , an d als o i n th e currents , waves , an d storm s 
drawn b y Leonardo, an d th e waves drawn b y Hokusai. Turbulenc e 
has a  mythologica l embodimen t i n warring Chines e dragons an d a 
philosophical counterpar t i n Chines e esthetics , cosmology , an d 
medicine. Man y phenomen a i n cultur e ma y b e analogou s t o th e 
meeting, swirling , an d forcefu l balanc e o f currents , th e regularit y 
of which i s easier to perceive than analyz e intellectually . Wh y ca n 
there no t b e a n eddyin g an d a  turbulenc e o f idea s o r system s o f 
thought a s they meet and flow along with an d against the others? 

Cloudiness ha s it s own analogica l uses . Culture s ma y wel l hav e 
characteristics tha t resembl e clouds ' geometrica l irregularities , 
varying densities , holes , instabilities , an d vagu e boundaries . Th e 
geometrical irregularitie s cautio n u s agains t a  preconceive d sym -
metry. Th e varyin g densitie s teac h u s t o b e suspiciou s o f simpl e 
averages and sweeping generalizations. The holes let things through 
we might suppose excluded. Th e instabilities remind u s that small , 
to u s perhap s invisible , cause s ca n hav e grea t effects ; an d the y 
teach u s not t o disdain th e potency of small things . The boundarie s 
of clouds seem t o m e particularly eas y an d usefu l t o kee p in min d 
because thei r indefinitenes s ma y weake n ou r tendenc y t o subjec t 
indefinite phenomen a t o the logic of yes an d no  and so to search fo r 
intellectual device s t o classif y everythin g huma n o n on e sid e o r 
another of a sharp intellectual boundary . A  cloud, which may have 
a clea r shape on th e background o f the sky, canno t begi n o r end a t 
a definit e lin e or , i n a n absolut e sense , begi n o r en d a t all . (W e 
know that i n th e wave-particle version of the world nothin g begin s 
or ends so. ) I n thi s definite indefiniteness , thi s simultaneous sepa -
ration an d merging , a  clou d resemble s al l kind s o f cultura l trait s 
and entir e subculture s an d cultures . Lik e these , i t ma y unit e sym -
metry wit h asymmetr y an d stimulat e a  mor e knowin g analysi s o f 
complex and indefinite relationships . 
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I canno t clai m t o hav e applie d th e analogie s o f turbulenc e o r 
clouds i n an y seriou s way , bu t I  a m sur e o f th e nee d fo r mor e 
imagination an d flexibility  i n th e stud y o f huma n cultures . Th e 
hardest barrie r fo r th e imaginatio n t o brea k throug h i s the on e tha t 
cuts u s of f fro m a  stranger' s mod e o f thought ; th e secon d hardes t i s 
sometimes th e barrie r tha t keep s u s fro m returning , wit h whateve r 
change, t o ourselves . Surely , a s I  have recorded , ther e ha s bee n a n 
increasing sensitivit y t o th e rightness , i n thei r ow n terms , o f point s 
of vie w alie n t o ou r ow n an d a  readines s o f anthropologist s and , 
here an d there , o f philosopher s t o think , no t against , bu t togethe r 
with th e alie n subject s o f study . Fran z Boas , wh o demande d tha t 
the anthropologis t maste r a s muc h a s possibl e o f th e languag e o f 
the 'primitive ' native s an d tak e par t i n thei r dail y lives , sa w ho w 
important i t wa s t o le t native s spea k fo r themselves . H e no t onl y 
gathered text s i n nativ e language s bu t encourage d America n Indians , 
such a s th e part-Fo x Willia m Jone s an d th e Teto n Ell a Deloria , t o 
take dow n an d interpre t th e literatur e o f thei r peoples . Boa s and hi s 
students wer e exceptiona l i n stimulatin g America n Indian s t o re -
cord thei r autobiographie s (Lowi e 1937 , 132-36) . 

Sometimes th e mos t damagin g preconception s ar e theoretica l ones . 
The degre e o f a n anthropologist' s o r philosopher' s professiona l so -
phistication ma y mak e i t al l th e harde r t o remai n ope n t o a n alie n 
reality. I n th e word s of a  philosophical anthropologist : 

Ideally .  .  .  eac h ethnographe r shoul d rethin k th e ethnographi c genre , 
just a s ever y tru e novelis t rethink s th e novel . Thi s i s no t t o sa y tha t 
anybody may  without damag e do anything, but , o n the contrary, tha t th e 
problem face d b y each ethnographe r i s too specifi c an d to o difficul t t o be 
tractable in terms of an all-purpose solution, a  model to follow, a  recipe to 
apply. .  .  .  The relative monotony of ethnographic literature pertains, for a 
large part, t o the convergence of interpretations to o much modeled on one 
another, an d too far removed from thei r object. (Sperbe r 1985 , 33) 

As Sperber intimates , novelist s ar e likel y t o be sensitive observer s 
of human life , abl e t o change th e form o f their portraya l i n respons e 
to it s subject . The y ar e als o ofte n th e mos t sensitiv e o f th e synthe -
sizers. Face d wit h th e difficult y o f entering live s different fro m thei r 
own, Emil e Zol a an d Thoma s Man n stud y no t onl y themselves , 
their friends , an d thei r acquaintance s bu t th e environmen t thei r 
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characters inhabit . I n other words , the y transfor m themselve s int o 
something lik e socia l anthropologists , whil e th e anthropologists , 
whose professio n i s to understan d objectively , ca n succee d onl y i f 
they ente r int o th e imagination s o f th e peopl e the y stud y an d de -
velop skills not unlike those of the novelists . Margaret Mead , Coli n 
Turnbull, Osca r Lewis , an d Claud e Levi-Straus s are , i n thei r quit e 
individual ways , near-novelists . Sometimes , perhaps , the y d o no t 
remember th e differenc e conscientiousl y enough ; bu t a t thi s poin t 
the line between science and ar t tend s to vanish, an d i t i s not clea r 
whether th e libertie s that novelist s take conceal more of the truth , 
considered eithe r subjectively o r objectively, tha n th e liberties tha t 
anthropologists have taken an d perhap s have to take to make thei r 
points. 

If War and Veace i s so relevant t o us, it i s not because Tolstoi developed 
here and there some general remarks, but because the personal experience 
of a  few individual s caugh t i n th e upheava l o f early nineteent h centur y 
Europe contributes, throug h Tolstoi' s interpretation, t o the experience of 
every reader. Similarly, if reading Malinowski's Argonauts, Bateson's Naven, 
or Evans-Pritchard' s Nuer  Religion  contributes t o ou r understandin g o f 
ourselves an d o f th e worl d i n whic h w e live , i t i s no t becaus e o f th e 
interpretive generalizations these works contain, i t is because they give us 
an insight int o some fragments o f human experience , an d this , by itself, 
makes it worth the journey. (Sperbe r 1985, 34) 

Although I  do not want t o go into literature generally , i n a  book 
dealing wit h comparativ e cultur e an d thought , i t i s reasonable t o 
recall The  Tale  of  Genji,  th e first  o f th e world' s grea t novels . I t 
contains a  discussion o f the truthfulnes s possibl e to novel s and th e 
admission by its hero, Genji , tha t 'Th e Chronicles  of  Japan an d th e 
rest ar e a  mer e fragmen t o f th e whol e truth . I t i s your romance s 
that fill  i n th e details . .  .  .  Ther e i s a  differenc e i n th e degre e o f 
seriousness [of stories]. But to dismiss them a s lies is itself t o depar t 
from th e truth " (Seidensticke r 1976 , 437-38) . Th e lif e depicte d i s 
that o f a  highl y estheti c elite , t o who m th e highes t evidenc e o f a 
person's value , hi s birth excepted , i s the abilit y t o writ e poem s i n 
beautiful calligraphy . Estheti c pleasure i n thi s demiparadise o f ar t 
is always accentuate d an d contaminate d b y the feelin g tha t lif e i s 
too brie f (Morri s 1964 , 197) . I n th e las t ten , sombe r chapters , th e 
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protagonist Kaor u i s chronicall y hesitan t an d unsuccessfu l i n love , 
and w e observ e an d fee l ho w th e characters , wh o liv e i n th e sam e 
inbred fragmen t o f the sam e culture , fai l becaus e the y fai l t o under -
stand on e another . Thei r near-perfectio n o f contextual sensitivit y i s 
far fro m enough . 

If w e recal l The  Tale  of  Genji,  i t i s equall y reasonabl e t o recal l 
the grea t Chines e novel s o f th e seventeent h an d eighteent h centu -
ries, especiall y th e Dream  of  the  Red  Chamber  (i n it s ful l Englis h 
version, The  Story  of  the  Stone) . Thi s nove l to o i s partl y autobio -
graphical. I n keeping with th e natur e o f a  novel , th e autho r see s hi s 
imagined character s a s als o real , an d h e run s togethe r drea m o r 
illusion wit h reality . Th e twice-repeate d formula , "Whe n fals e i s 
taken t o b e true , the n th e tru e i s als o false, " give s dreamin g th e 
aura o f realit y an d realit y tha t o f dreaming , s o tha t bot h appea r t o 
be "opposite side s of a  sort o f single super-reality, fo r example—lik e 
two word s on e o n eac h sid e o f th e mirror " (Plak s 1976 , 222-23 ; 
Hawkes 1973 , 45). The tragi c stor y th e nove l tell s can b e thought t o 
be anti-hermeneutic . Tha t is , its sympathetic her o is able to identif y 
himself wit h othe r persons , t o the poin t o f self-forgetfulness , bu t al l 
his aptitud e t o fee l wit h th e othe r i s no t enoug h t o reassur e hi s 
poetic, self-pitying , almos t paranoida l love , wh o wither s an d dies ; 
and thi s traged y o f ineffective communication , o f weakness of char -
acter tha t transform s itsel f int o a  sa d fate , lead s hi m t o renounc e 
ordinary huma n lif e fo r th e mor e arid , generalizin g sympath y (a s 
we ma y tak e i t t o be ) o f th e Chines e mon k (Hsi a 1968) . This nove l 
gives comparatist s a n intimatel y realisti c vie w o f Chines e upper -
class lif e i n th e eighteent h centur y and , alon g wit h it , th e warnin g 
implicit i n th e fat e o f it s leading character . 

Our thirs t t o ente r int o th e experienc e o f other s ca n b e endles s 
and canno t o r shoul d no t b e discouraged i n philosophy , whethe r o r 
not explicitl y comparative , o r i n anthropology . I t inspire s th e eth -
ologist-photographer wh o follow s th e lif e o f a  smal l grou p o f chim -
panzees for man y years, unti l h e thinks of them a s a family o f forest -
people h e knows ; i t inspire s th e anthropologis t wh o learn s t o dru m 
with African s i n thei r bands ; an d i t inspire s th e woma n anthropol -
ogist, earlie r a  studen t o f Englis h literatur e an d music , wh o take s 
down th e autobiographie s o f Kun g women , unti l th e emotiona l 
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distance betwee n telle r an d recorde r narrow s an d almos t vanishe s 
and sh e feel s ho w lik e he r the y ar e (Va n Lawic k 1986 ; Chernof f 
1979; Shostak 1976) . That Marce l Griaule became the disciple of the 
sad-faced, blin d ol d Dogon , Ogotemmeli , i s eve n mor e movin g 
(Griaule 1965) . 

As the attitude s an d thought s o f persons from othe r culture s ar e 
assimilated, on e become s t o som e degre e bicultura l o r multicul -
tural. I f it would not be unjust t o single out living persons, I  would 
like to inscribe a roll of honor of living philosophers and anthropol -
ogists who are in effect bicultura l an d interpret i n two directions to 
the benefi t o f both . A s a  substitute , I  wil l briefl y describ e a  fe w 
scholars, three, to be exact, who served as genuine though necessar-
ily idiosyncrati c bridge s betwee n differen t philosophica l cultures . 
Their variety wil l renew but also in a  sense relieve the problems we 
have been considering. I n these scholars we see embodiments of the 
problems. The y wrestle d wit h the m mightil y an d emerge d victo -
rious, though perhaps, Jacob-like, als o lame. 

The scholar s ar e Surdrenat h Dasgupt a (1885-1952) , Loui s 
Massignon (1883-1962) , an d Harr y Wolfson (1887-1974) . Dasgupt a 
writes of his early life : 

I come from a  family of Eastern Bengal where Sanskritic study especially 
in literature and medicine continued for upwards of one hundred and fifty 
years without an y break . .  . . My father wa s the only person who broke 
away fro m th e traditiona l pursuit s o f th e family , acquire d a  workin g 
knowledge of English and became a surveyor. (Dasgupt a 1936 , 176) 

Dasgupta's intuitiv e abilitie s a s a  chil d wer e suc h that , wit h 
almost n o relevant training , h e could explain th e purpose of Sanskrit 
verses of the Bhagavad Gita  and coul d give simple answers to ques-
tions o n India n philosoph y an d religion . Hi s reputatio n a s "th e 
wonderful boy " was enhanced whe n he fell into spontaneous medi-
tative trances , whic h h e continue d t o experienc e throughou t hi s 
life. 

As th e resul t o f hi s stud y o f Englis h philosoph y a t Cambridge , 
Dasgupta becam e critical of Indian philosophy an d of Hegelian an d 
other form s o f Absolutism . Hi s reactio n agains t Absolutis m wa s 
fostered, h e tell s us , b y Einstein' s theor y o f relativity , b y th e Jai n 

177 



THE DILEMMA OF CONTEXT 

theory o f standpoints , an d b y the Englis h realists ; but , a s h e saw it , 
the mai n frui t h e reaped i n Cambridg e wa s courage (1936 , 176) . 

Dasgupta's matur e belie f wa s tha t philosoph y use d bot h th e in -
ductive an d deductiv e method s o f scienc e bu t that , unlik e science , 
it trie d t o bring togethe r al l tha t wa s know n i n orde r t o "discove r a 
common ground-pla n whic h hold s the m all , " o r a t leas t t o "sho w 
the exten t t o which explanatio n i s possible an d wha t ar e its natura l 
limits" (1936 , 190) . I n a  sense, h e wa s a  believe r i n God : 

The true God is not the God as the architect of the universe, nor the God 
who tides over our economic difficulties o r panders to our vanity by fulfill -
ing ou r wishes , bu t i t i s th e Go d wh o emerge s withi n an d throug h th e 
emergent ideal s an d wit h who m I  ma y fee l mysel f t o b e unite d i n th e 
deepest bonds of love. The dominance of value in al l its forms pre-suppose s 
love, fo r i t i s lov e fo r th e idea l tha t lead s u s t o forge t ou r biologica l 
encumbrances. (1936 , 211) 

Dasgupta seldo m wante d t o lear n anythin g fro m anyon e els e bu t 
preferred t o find  ou t everythin g b y himself . I n Englan d an d durin g 
his lectur e tour s elsewhere , h e wa s a  fierce,  reputedl y invincibl e 
controversialist, wh o too k especia l deligh t i n convictin g hi s oppo -
nents o f erro r (Dasgupt a 1955 , v i - ix ) . Hi s grea t accomplishmen t 
was hi s History  of  Indian  Philosophy,  whic h cam e ou t i n five  vol -
umes betwee n 192 2 an d 1955 , but remaine d unfinished . Despit e th e 
eye troubl e an d th e wea k hear t tha t afflicte d hi m fo r man y years , 
he kep t workin g a t hi s history wit h enormou s diligence , ofte n fro m 
the unpublishe d manuscript s h e ha d ferrete d out . H e refuse d t o 
denature hi s accoun t b y comparin g India n philosoph y wit h an y 
other, thoug h hi s learnin g wa s ver y wide , encompassin g physics , 
biology, anthropology , history , an d economics . H e wa s convince d 
that mos t o f th e problem s debate d b y th e Europea n philosopher s o f 
his tim e ha d occurre d t o India n philosophers , thoug h i n differen t 
form; an d h e hope d tha t India n philosoph y woul d b e recognize d i n 
time fo r it s true worth . H e said o f the India n philosophers : 

Their discussions , difficultie s an d solution s whe n properl y graspe d i n 
connection wit h th e problem s o f ou r ow n time s ma y thro w ligh t o n th e 
course of the proces s of the future reconstructio n o f modern thought . Th e 
discovery of the important feature s o f Indian philosophica l thought , an d a 
due appreciation o f their full significance , ma y turn out t o be as important 
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to modern philosophy as the discovery of Sanskrit has been to the investi-
gation of modern philological researches. (1922, viii) 

Dasgupta's histor y gre w i n scal e wit h eac h succeedin g volume . 
His first volume was lucid an d neatly systematic, bu t the later ones 
became mor e detaile d an d fragmente d an d ende d i n a  serie s o f 
almost unconnecte d chapter s of paraphrase. His combative temper -
ament seem s t o hav e bee n mute d b y th e tas k o f compilin g hi s 
history. Hi s wife writes , "Disintereste d lov e o f learning an d scien -
tific accurac y wer e hi s watchwords" (1955 , ix). The impression h e 
makes i s o f honest y an d auster e devotio n t o hi s task , whic h h e 
would no doubt interpret a s love for Indian culture and for God. 

Massignon, a  quit e differen t kin d o f scholar , wa s th e so n o f a 
sculptor wh o ha d onc e studie d medicine . Th e fathe r ha d los t hi s 
faith in God but not in visions (Morillon 1964 , 7). As a boy, Massignon 
spent som e tim e i n Algeria ; an d b y the tim e h e attende d lycee,  h e 
was alread y infatuate d wit h th e Orient . A t twenty , h e wrot e a 
thesis on Moroccan geography; and while he was traveling in Morocco 
to chec k o n hi s thesis , hi s carava n wa s attacked , an d h e wa s be -
trayed b y his Arabic interpreter . The n an d ther e h e swore t o lear n 
Arabic (Massigno n 1970 , ss)- A  number of years later, when he was 
attached t o a  Frenc h archeologica l missio n t o Baghdad , h e wa s 
arrested o n suspicio n o f bein g a  spy , wa s threatene d an d beaten , 
tried t o commi t suicid e ou t o f a  "sacre d horror " o f himself , an d 
suddenly experience d a n inwar d fire  tha t judge d hi m an d burne d 
his heart—a pure , ineffabl e Presence , h e was sure, tha t suspende d 
his sentenc e becaus e o f th e prayer s o f hi s intimate s (Massignon , 
1970, 55) . He wrote t o hi s friend Claude l o f an occasion—coul d i t 
have bee n th e sam e one?—whe n h e wa s lef t fo r dea d an d kep t 
repeating t o himself th e Arabic word hak,  o r 'Truth," b y which h e 
meant tha t he had a  great debt to pay the Truth, thoug h a t the time 
he was distant from an y faith (Morillo n 1964 , 13). 

Massignon mus t hav e regaine d hi s fait h a s h e wa s writin g hi s 
thesis on al-Hallaj , th e mysti c wh o ha d bee n brutall y execute d i n 
Baghdad in 922. Al-Hallaj wa s executed because he was too populis-
tic an d becaus e h e represented himsel f a s having a  divine mission , 
but abov e al l becaus e h e adore d Go d b y mean s o f lov e alone , be -
lieved tha t h e an d Go d were identical , an d dare d t o say " I a m th e 
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Absolute Truth, " meanin g n o les s than " I a m God" (Anawat i an d 
Gardet 1948 , 35-40) . I n Massignon' s somewha t defensiv e words , 
"No other mystic of his time has shown himsel f more familiar wit h 
God, usin g constantl y th e pronoun s I , Thou , an d We , an d yet , h e 
did no t apply , a s did late r poets , an y symbol s fro m profan e love " 
(Schimmel 1982 , 31) . Al-Hallaj , whos e fathe r wa s a  conver t t o 
Islam, becam e th e lov e of Massignon's life , wh o becam e a  conver t 
to al-Hallaj . 

During the Firs t World War Massignon was attached t o the French 
diplomat Picot , whose mission it was to help divide the Middle East 
into zones of French and English influence. He became friendly wit h 
the Emi r Feisel , cam e t o kno w T . E . Lawrence , an d accompanie d 
General Allenby when he entered Jerusalem in 1917 . The conviction 
grew o n hi m tha t th e Arab s ha d bee n cheated , an d h e becam e 
strongly antagonisti c t o colonialism of any kind . 

In 1922 , Massignon' s magnu m opu s o f ove r on e thousan d pages , 
his thesi s o n th e lif e an d though t o f al-Hallaj , wa s issue d and , si x 
years later , a  complementary thesi s on the origins of the technica l 
vocabulary o f Mosle m mysticism . I n thi s supplementar y thesis , 
Massignon showe d tha t Mosle m mysticis m ha d it s root s no t i n 
Christianity, a s had bee n argued , bu t i n Arabi c culture , mor e spe-
cifically i n the Koran . 

Although h e remaine d a  Christian , Massigno n develope d a  dee p 
love fo r Mosle m culture . Lik e som e o f th e Sufis , h e believe d tha t 
God could revea l himsel f anywhere , tha t is , in his terms, outside of 
Christianity; fo r mystica l experience , h e felt , wa s universal , an d 
Islam had a part in God's plan. He grew to love the Arabic language, 
and h e stresse d it s Semitic nature , it s dynamism, an d it s abilit y t o 
interiorize an d ye t t o assimilat e an d furthe r Gree k learnin g 
(Massignon 1970 , 5). 

What els e can be said of him briefly? He sympathized wit h suffer -
ers an d prisoners , especiall y th e Moslem s wh o clashe d wit h thei r 
French rulers . H e me t Ghand i an d becam e a  ferven t exponen t o f 
Ghandi's forc e o f trut h an d peacefu l resistance . H e dislike d th e 
modern world for its coldness and secular character. H e yearned fo r 
something abov e an d beyon d it . A  strange, enthusiastic , comple x 
man, he was undoubtedly a  great scholar . 
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Harry Wolfso n wa s a  ver y differen t kin d o f schola r an d perso n 
(Schwarz 1978) . H e wrote o n Crescas , Spinoza , Philo , th e Churc h 
Fathers, and the Kalam. He was small, voluble, and rather satirical . 
Unlike Massignon , h e live d quit e alone . H e must hav e spen t mos t 
of his time in his room in the Widener Library at Harvard. In Russia, 
where h e wa s born , h e showe d himsel f t o b e a  precociou s learne r 
and attende d severa l yeshivas. The method o f study ther e was per -
sonal, meticulously analytical , an d filled with argumen t an d coun-
terargument. Althoug h Wolfso n late r appeare d quit e secular , eve n 
defiantly so , he was sure that th e only method fo r training scholar s 
for wor k suc h a s hi s wa s th e Talmudic . H e a s muc h a s sai d tha t 
only renegad e Talmudist s coul d b e genuine scholar s o f th e histor y 
of philosophy, fo r languages, he felt, wer e easy to learn but metho d 
was not. He respected the blunt, honest person who simply said tha t 
he did not believe in God but was amused by the philosophers wh o 
quibbled abou t th e meanin g o f 'God * an d change d i t t o fit  thei r 
purposes, usin g polit e bu t empt y phrase s t o den y th e Go d the y 
seemed to be affirming . 

For Wolfson , th e histor y o f though t wa s a n unendin g struggl e 
between orthodoxy an d rationalism, a  struggle in which ideas were 
taken, stolen , distorted , used , an d reused : Plat o invente d th e ide a 
of Ideas , Phil o too k i t fro m him , St . John too k i t fro m Philo , th e 
Moslems too k i t (a s Attributes ) fro m John , th e Schoolme n too k i t 
from th e Moslems , an d Descarte s an d Spinoz a too k i t fro m th e 
Schoolmen. Accordin g t o Wolfson , peopl e no w interpre t th e idea s 
they find  i n differen t philosophers ; bu t the y d o no t kno w fro m 
where the y come , fo r philosophies , Spinoza' s fo r example , neve r 
appear ready-made . Spinoza , sai d Wolfson , ca n b e reconstitute d 
completely from hi s sources. I  still remember the mixture of amuse-
ment and outrage with which I  read his answer to a group of friends 
who aske d i f Spinoz a to o wa s on e o f th e bookis h philosopher s h e 
had talked about . "A s for Spinoza," he said, "i f we could cut up al l 
the philosophi c literatur e availabl e t o him int o slips of paper , tos s 
them up into the air, an d let them fall back on the ground, then ou t 
of thes e scattere d slip s o f pape r w e coul d reconstruc t hi s Ethics" 
(Wolfson 1947 , 3). 

Spinoza was a hero to Wolfson, an d he played an essentia l role in 
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Wolfson's attemp t t o reconstruc t th e histor y o f philosophy. Accord -
ing t o Wolfson , philosoph y ha d com e t o it s firs t ful l expressio n i n 
Aristotle; bu t the n Phil o incongruousl y joine d philosoph y wit h re -
ligious dogma , fro m whic h i t wa s no t rescue d unti l rethough t b y a 
second Aristotle , name d Spinoza , a  renegade Jew wh o save d philos -
ophy fro m th e injur y don e i t b y tha t othe r Jew, Philo . 

Unfortunately, Wolfso n wa s no t abl e t o complet e hi s projecte d 
Structure and  Growth  ofVhilosophic  Systems  from  Tlato  to  Spinoza, 
He wa s a n extraordinar y synthesizer ; an d hi s final  summary , i f h e 
had live d t o write it , would hav e combined hi s unrivaled knowledg e 
of detai l i n Greek , Latin , Jewish , an d Mosle m though t wit h th e 
powerful unifyin g swee p adumbrate d i n mor e tha n on e o f hi s exist -
ing writings. Fo r example, h e said i n th e conclusio n t o hi s Vhilo: 

For well-nig h seventee n centurie s thi s Philoni c philosoph y dominate d 
European thought. Nothing really new happened in the history of European 
philosophy durin g tha t extende d period . Th e lon g successio n o f philoso -
phers during that period , fro m amon g whom various figures ar e selected by 
various historians fo r specia l distinctio n a s innovators, hav e onl y trie d t o 
expound, eac h i n hi s own way , th e principle s laid dow n b y Philo . To th e 
question, then , what is new in Philo? the answer is that i t was he who built 
up tha t philosophy , jus t a s th e answe r t o th e questio n wha t i s ne w i n 
Spinoza? is that i t was he who pulled i t down. (Wolfso n 1947 , 459-60) 

Considering everythin g tha t Wolfso n kne w i n grea t detail , I  find 
these fe w sentence s breathtakingl y bold . The y mak e on e believ e 
that i t i s possible t o understand th e histor y o f thought, a s through a 
fisheye lens , al l aroun d an d al l a t once . 

Wolfson no t onl y ha d th e ambitio n t o remak e th e histor y o f 
philosophy bu t als o t o wi n ove r th e Christians , tha t is , t o convinc e 
them tha t al l the y too k t o b e of value i n thei r philosoph y wa s fro m 
Jewish sources . Nothing gave him a s much satisfactio n a s the perio d 
when h e taugh t classe s with Jesuit students , wh o learne d fro m him , 
the ex-Talmudi c Jew, wha t a t leas t th e histori c trut h was . 

He was a  sharp, humorou s man , wit h a  grea t rang e of philosophi c 
scholarship an d a n ofte n cutting , elegan t style . However , hi s these s 
became increasingl y affecte d b y hi s desires ; an d i n som e o f hi s late r 
writing, meticulou s a s the detai l remained , ther e wa s a  rulin g arti -
ficiality. I  thin k tha t nobod y coul d find  Philo' s verbose , sensitiv e 
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mysticism in Wolfson's pages on him. Perhaps Wolfson had become 
a little too fond of his own learning and too eager to conquer in the 
war of scholarship and religious pride; but he too was a great scholar. 

I do no t thin k tha t on e coul d fin d a  mor e authenti c grou p o f 
scholar-heroes, al l of them great as pure scholars, al l with learnin g 
both narro w an d broad , al l thoroughl y awar e o f th e problem s o f 
context, an d al l a t leas t somewha t bicultura l i n persona l lif e an d 
scholarly competence. Yet , outside of their desire to be honest with 
texts an d with themselves , ther e is no reason to suppose that the y 
were or could be objective i n an y strict, inclusiv e sense . Althoug h 
we d o no t kno w jus t wha t motivate d them , ther e certainl y wer e 
passions tha t underla y thei r passio n t o know . Th e scholarl y an d 
sometimes political controversie s they were engaged in make them 
somewhat like the anthropologists and informants discussed earlier. 
They were not social misfits, yet there must have been some empti-
ness i n the m tha t demande d endles s knowledg e an d intellectua l 
competence t o fill  i t up . I t was thi s emptines s tha t help s accoun t 
for thei r learning' s breadt h an d dept h an d thei r abilit y t o bridg e 
cultures, an emptiness that prevented them from fitting exactly into 
any cultur e bu t tha t o f thei r scholarl y peers . Lik e actua l bridges , 
they spanned voids. 

The tendenc y o f scholar s t o se e ever y text , idea , an d syste m a s 
compounded of or borrowed from earlier ones reminds me that we, 
like th e text s an d th e scholar s themselves , ar e al l intellectuall y 
borrowers. That reminds me, in turn, of the Palm-Wine Drinkard by 
the Yoruba storyteller Amos Totuola. I t is a story of borrowing even 
more thorough and dramatic than that imagined by Wolfson, and it 
can b e mad e t o yield a  mora l tha t justifie s retellin g a  littl e o f i t 
here. 

In Totuola' s story , ther e wa s a  beautifu l lad y wh o ha d neve r 
accepted an y man's offer of marriage. One day she noticed a  beau-
tiful complet e gentleman in the marketplace. Despit e his warning, 
she followed him . A s they wer e traveling alon g the endles s forest , 
the gentleman bega n returning th e hired parts of his body to their 
owners an d payin g the m th e ren t h e owe d fo r them . Whe n h e 
reached the place where he had hired the left foot , h e pulled it out, 
gave it to the owner and paid him the rent, then returned the right 
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foot i n the same way, an d then, crawlin g along , returned hi s belly, 
ribs, chest , etc. , til l onl y th e hea d an d bot h arm s wit h th e nec k 
remained. H e then returne d th e arm s and th e skin an d flesh of th e 
head an d wa s reduce d t o a  skull , whic h bega n hummin g wit h a 
terrible voice. By and by, the lady, who had been forced by the skull 
to follow him , reache d hi s hous e wit h him . Th e hous e wa s a  hol e 
under th e ground , i n whic h onl y skull s lived . Th e lady ha d a  shel l 
hung around her neck and, a s a result, becam e unable to speak. 

At thi s point , wher e sh e wa s stricke n wit h dumbness , w e stop . 
What happene d afterwar d happened ; bu t my object i s not the stor y 
but th e moral , which i s the sor t of thing tha t peopl e involved wit h 
philosophy find  i n stories . T o begi n with , th e mora l i s tha t w e 
borrow ourselve s fro m others . Th e wor d borrowed  i s not quit e ac -
curate becaus e th e borrowin g i s also a  process of lending by other s 
not necessaril y a t ou r request . Ou r appearanc e an d certai n trait s 
that w e canno t a s easil y se e ar e a  direc t inheritanc e fro m ou r 
parents. Bu t th e languag e w e spea k an d th e informatio n an d atti -
tudes we gather ar e also borrowed fro m others , o r lent b y them. So 
too ar e many o f the thought s we think . Whe n we widen th e worl d 
of our perceptions an d thoughts , we make the process of borrowing 
more extensive , unti l sometime s i t i s har d t o tel l fro m exactl y 
where we come. Like Totuola's complete gentleman, w e pay for our 
borrowings: Although we usually liv e with those who lend us most, 
we often find  lif e wit h the m difficult ; an d so , while i t i s necessary 
to live in a particular culture , we pay the price, which is obedience, 
win th e reward , whic h i s a  stabl e contex t an d a n identit y t o g o 
with it , an d find  pleasur e o r pai n i n th e specificit y o r narrownes s 
that results . However , eve n i f our bodies are quite borrowed, ther e 
is something—i n th e story , th e skull—tha t doe s th e borrowing . 
There is the stubborn core of individual experience an d passion an d 
the stubbor n desir e t o rul e ove r th e borrowe d limb s an d thoughts . 
This core and desire are especially evident in the great scholar, wh o 
is all th e passionate yet integra l borrower , th e decisive skull unde r 
the borrowed flesh,  always aware of the immanence of death i n lif e 
and the persistence of life in the dead, from whom he borrows most. 
The death the great scholar fears most is isolation from th e past and 
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the future, ove r which h e tries to extend himself . He tries to reduce 
all distances and encapsulate them in himself. 

There is obviously no commanding scholarship or effective bridg -
ing betwee n culture s withou t th e passio n t o understan d and , i n 
understanding, t o come closer. The importance of death t o scholar-
ship recall s t o min d a  fe w unforgettabl e sentence s writte n b y th e 
historian Ssu-m a Ch'ien , o f th e first  centur y B.C . Becaus e h e ha d 
fallen unde r the Emperor' s suspicion, h e was castrated; bu t in spite 
of th e traditio n tha t prescribe d suicid e a s th e respons e t o suc h 
disgrace, h e decide d t o sta y alive . Death , h e said , i s easy , bu t 
history i s hard . H e wa s grieve d tha t h e ha d no t ye t bee n abl e t o 
express the things he had i n his heart, an d was ashamed t o commit 
suicide because afte r h e was gone his writings would no t be known 
to posterity . Wha t h e wante d t o d o wa s t o gathe r u p an d brin g 
together th e ol d tradition s o f th e world , examin e int o everythin g 
that concerne d heave n an d man , an d penetrat e al l th e change s of 
past an d presen t (B . Watson 1958 , 65-66). Like Ssu-ma, th e schola r 
who bridge s culture s woul d b e ashame d no t t o b e universa l an d 
immortal. I f he does not manag e t o be either , i t i s not fo r wan t o f 
the desire. 

That bring s m e t o m y conclusion : Bein g endless , th e burde n o f 
context i s too difficul t t o bear . I t i s the sor t o f burden wit h whic h 
one shoul d lear n t o liv e intelligentl y rathe r tha n expec t t o thin k 
away. The fact tha t th e burden i s unbearable, tha t is , always press-
ing fo r solutio n bu t neithe r solve d no r soluble , i s th e caus e fo r a 
continuing polarizatio n amon g thinkers . Thi s polarizatio n natu -
rally extends to the related issues that have occupied us. Those who 
stress context, who m we have called contextualists , ar e situated a t 
the same pole as those who stress uniqueness or individuality, rela -
tivity, pluralism , nominalism , holism , subjectivit y o r nearnes s t o 
experience, romanticism, an d perhaps nationalism. Thos e who pre-
fer to take things out of particular contexts belong at th e same pole 
as those wh o stres s th e universa l o r general , absolutism , monism , 
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realism, objectivit y o r distanc e fro m immediat e experience , ratio -
nalism, an d perhap s universalism . Situate d somewher e betwee n th e 
two pole s there ar e the participant-observers , suc h a s the anthropol -
ogists; th e bicultura l o r multicultura l persons , suc h a s th e anthro -
pological informant s an d th e scholar s tha t hav e bee n described ; th e 
partisans o f hermeneutics ; o n a  biologica l level , th e ecologists ; an d 
the classifiers b y means of statistics. There i s nothing absolut e abou t 
this intermediacy. Th e anthropologist s intereste d i n symbolism ma y 
lean fa r i n th e contextua l direction , whil e th e structuralist s ma y 
lean fa r i n th e opposit e directio n an d eve n situat e themselve s di -
rectly o n th e pola r extreme . 

I put al l thi s i n th e for m o f a  table , whic h align s the sort s of pola r 
opposites tha t hav e ru n throug h ou r discussion : 

Contextualism Noncontextualism 
uniqueness, individuality universality , generalit y 
relativity absolutis m 
pluralism monis m 
nominalism realis m 
holism analysi s 
subjectivity, experientia l objectivity , experientia l 

closeness (emic)  distanc e (etic) 
romanticism rationalis m 
nationalism (? ) universalis m (? ) 

participant-observation 
symbolic anthropology structuralis m 

biculturalism 
hermeneutics 

ecology 
statistical classificatio n 

The spli t summarize d b y th e tabl e i s old an d ther e i s every reaso n 
to thin k i t irremediable . Bu t w e hav e trie d t o thin k clearly , i n no t 
too partisan a  way, abou t th e difficulties i n relatin g context s t o on e 
another an d hav e discussed an d justified level s of analysi s so genera l 
that the y allo w th e unificatio n o f man y otherwis e isolatin g con -
texts. Th e intentio n t o neglec t a n intimat e contex t ca n b e quit e a s 
justified a s th e intentio n t o emphasiz e it ; an d th e neglec t ca n lea d 
to a  ne w o r mor e usefu l emphasis . Ther e i s no goo d reaso n t o thin k 
of a  certai n contex t a s th e be-al l an d end-al l o f th e understandin g 
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of huma n beings . 'Th e simpl e fac t i s tha t a  huma n phenomeno n 
which i s explained i n on e way is , so to speak, no t explaine d a t al l 
and i s therefore no t full y exploitable , an d thi s even—and, i n fact , 
chiefly—if thi s phenomenon' s first  explanatio n ha d mad e i t per -
fectly controllable and foreseeable in terms of its own specific fram e 
of reference" (Devereu x 1978 , 1). When we keep seeing people from 
a single perspective, we become largely blind to them. 

For a fuller understanding , then , on e context need s to b e supple-
mented b y others, o f different kind s and differen t degree s of gener -
ality. This demand sounds excessive, but it is only the formal equiv -
alent o f ou r everyda y knowledg e o f a  perso n o r grou p w e hav e 
learned t o know well . Ever y particular contex t necessaril y implie s 
more genera l ones ; an d th e mor e general , a s we hav e sai d earlier , 
depend fo r thei r existenc e o n th e mor e particula r one s i n whic h 
they are chosen an d put t o use. In other words, everything individ -
ual i s better understood i f we can see its universal dimensions , an d 
everything universa l i s better understoo d i f we can see the individ -
uality len t i t b y it s occasio n an d it s manne r o f expressio n (Smit h 
1986,386). 

Let me spend a  moment defendin g th e universal again . N o doubt 
a person who sets out to explore some complicated intellectua l an d 
cultural phenomenon , suc h a s Indian or Chinese philosophy, need s 
the hel p o f reliabl e interpreters . I t is , however , a n erro r t o thin k 
that wha t suc h a  person learns , which i s relatively context-free , i s 
only second-bes t knowledge , th e bes t bein g th e philosoph y i n it s 
native languag e o r environment , free d o f th e vaguenes s cause d b y 
cultural displacemen t (Potte r 1985 , 213-14). On th e contrary , phi -
losophy in its own indigenous terms, though valuable because it has 
a more marked individuality , i s more limited , mor e subject t o tun -
nel vision, less generally human. The effort t o translate it into more 
general an d accessibl e term s answer s ou r hope , inheren t i n ou r 
curiosity, ou r philosophica l impuls e itself , t o break th e contextua l 
bonds tha t limi t ou r abilit y t o thin k freel y an d yet, i n a n abstrac t 
sense, exactly . 

The freedom t o ask, learn, and question can break the stereotypes 
of both th e questioner an d the answerer . I t ca n educat e th e nativ e 
expositor, wh o translate s fro m on e cultur e int o another , n o les s 
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than th e foreign reader . A s an anthropologis t ha s said, "Interpreta -
tion i s not a  simple one-way process , lik e sucking information ou t 
of a  bottl e wit h a  straw . I t i s a  proces s i n motion , a  multipl e 
operation o f give-and-take. 'Understanding * can b e problematic fo r 
locals a s well a s for th e anthropologist , an d i n consequen t discus -
sion an d speculatio n th e anthropologis t ma y becom e a  sourc e o f 
opinion o r a  testing-block fo r loca l assertion " (Firt h 1985 , 42). Free 
comparison i s not onl y a  us e o f th e familia r t o eas e ou r wa y int o 
the unfamilia r an d culture-boun d bu t als o a  dislocatio n o f loca l 
thought to help rid it of its parochiality. 

The los s o f th e parochia l poin t o f vie w ca n b e unsettling ; bu t 
despite the social dangers that may accompany it , the loss may be a 
great intellectua l gain . I t i s quit e har d t o reac h a  purel y Gree k 
understanding o f Greek mathematics , untranslate d int o ou r famil -
iar symbolis m an d concepts ; bu t thoug h i t i s importan t t o under -
stand Greek mathematics a s it wa s understood b y the Greeks them-
selves, i t i s mor e importan t tha t i t wa s integrate d int o a  mor e 
resourceful, les s culture-bound mathematics . 

Ideally, t o remai n particula r withou t abandonin g breadth , o r 
broad without abandonin g particularity, w e should practice settin g 
things into different contexts . Less ideally, we should remain awar e 
of the limitations o f the context s in which w e have in fact studie d 
something. I f w e wer e ambitiou s t o kno w a  philosophe r well , w e 
might study him on a t leas t four contextua l levels : the level of th e 
philosopher himself , i n hi s own perso n an d with hi s own individu -
ality; th e leve l o f hi s philosophica l subtradition ; th e leve l o f th e 
whole philosophical traditio n o r culture to which he belonged; an d 
the level of philosophical culture generally. Each level is legitimate 
and supports the others; but in the long run i t is the most general, I 
believe, tha t i s the mos t important , i n our ow n time s eve n fo r th e 
survival of a tradition a s such. 

To search for the general is to search for the unity of the world. If 
the world is regarded as one, comparative philosophy is most deeply 
concerned wit h th e fundamental pattern s of human though t unde r 
what I  see as philosophical stress. Just so, anthropology is concerned 
with th e fundamenta l pattern s o f huma n lif e tha t hav e emerged , 
especially (b y anthroplogica l tradition ) i n smalle r o r culturall y 
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more distant communities . I n learning about them, w e are learning 
for ourselves and abou t our own human potentialities . We are barely 
if a t al l keene r i n analysi s tha n certai n lat e Scholasti c o r lat e 
Buddhist o r Hind u philosophers , an d no t mor e sociall y o r estheti -
cally perceptiv e tha n th e Chines e o r Japanese a t thei r best . Wh y 
should w e assum e tha t w e understand everythin g bette r tha n the y 
did? After all , philosoph y i s th e real m o f problem s that , althoug h 
abstractly undecidable , pres s for intellectua l formulation , analysis , 
and decision. The pressure for decision leads to it often enough ; bu t 
because the decision lack s general validity , i t ca n b e effective onl y 
in its local context . 

I must acknowledg e tha t th e Western tradition doe s now enjoy a 
philosophical advantage . Thi s advantag e i s no t analyti c keennes s 
as such , bu t wide r an d mor e reliabl e knowledge , a  mor e effectiv e 
technology, an d a  more exact an d successfu l science , unde r whic h 
rubric I  also place formal logic . This advantage seems to me philo-
sophically effective fo r many reasons. Science cannot by itself deter-
mine values ; bu t ther e i s always , I  a m sure , som e interactio n o f 
facts and values, and the approximate objectivity of science sets the 
empirical limit s to the relativity eve n of values. I t does this not b y 
philosophizing, bu t b y showing ho w value s ar e likely to be related 
to biology , psychology , an d th e socia l sciences . Th e resul t i s tha t 
the variation s i n th e though t o f differen t people s ca n b e graspe d 
rather a s we grasp the different physiologies , susceptibilities t o dis-
ease, and genetic characteristics of different populations . As human 
beings we ar e highly bu t no t incoherentl y variable , an d ou r varia -
tions diffe r i n way s tha t ar e les s fixe d tha n b y la w bu t fa r mor e 
alike than by chance alone . 

Think o f thi s variability i n th e ligh t o f one's choic e o f contexts . 
There i s alway s a  rang e o f possibl e context s i n whic h t o gras p 
anything. The standard o f relevance by which one chooses a partic-
ular contex t i s determine d b y wha t on e i s tryin g t o comprehend , 
"in verba l comprehensio n i n particular , i t i s relevanc e whic h i s 
treated a s given, an d context which i s treated a s a variable" (Sperbe r 
and Wilso n 1986 , 142) . Th e contex t on e accept s o r abandon s an d 
the degree of contextual detai l one demands or rejects depend upo n 
one's aim ; an d becaus e one' s ai m i s usually bot h intellectua l an d 
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emotional, i t i s as much a  function o f one's need o r personality a s 
of an y abstraction . Therefor e th e justificatio n o f th e context s w e 
accept, o r o f ou r modificatio n o r abandonmen t o f them , i s both a 
justification o f ourselves and of the aim we have chosen. 

It would help if we paid more attention t o how and why context s 
are chosen. A particularizing contex t may have the aim of explain-
ing, isolating , o r preservin g som e cultur e o r cultura l elemen t an d 
may stimulate its appreciation; bu t a  less benign particularism ma y 
serve t o stigmatiz e o r elevat e on e grou p o r cultur e i n relatio n t o 
another. A  broader , mor e nearl y universa l approach , whic h dis -
counts local contexts, can be used for ruthless cultural and political 
leveling but , whe n benign , ca n emphasiz e huma n closenes s an d 
mutual responsibility . 

If we adopt a  historical perspective , we see that huma n closenes s 
and mutua l responsibilit y ar e found i n the consisten t universalis m 
of th e Stoic s an d th e Buddhists—althoug h i t i s sai d tha t king s 
interested i n conques t preferre d Buddhis m because , unlik e Hinduism , 
it coul d detac h itsel f easil y from sacre d territory , th e cast e system, 
and dogmas of pollution. The universalistic religions of Christianity 
and Islam seem to have been more ambivalent an d to have engaged 
more ofte n i n persecutio n tha n di d Stoicis m o r Buddhism—al -
though her e agai n histor y add s it s complications . Th e Neoconfu -
cians, though capable of both pride and intolerance, have been able 
to preserve an overriding sense of the mutual obligation s of huma n 
beings and a  sense of the closeness that huma n being s do or should 
feel t o nature , t o th e univers e itself . Now , i n th e lat e twentiet h 
century, th e issu e o f particularis m an d universalis m ha s becom e 
pressing, an d th e comparativ e studie s w e undertak e hav e a  mor e 
acute mora l relevanc e tha n eve r before . Th e unit y o f mankin d i n 
(benign) theor y may advance it in (benign ) fact . 

The importance of the aim of comparative studies is such that th e 
choice of context i s often bes t justified afte r th e fact, fo r its results. 
Therefore, wit h respec t t o m y whol e argument , I  woul d lik e t o 
stress the poin t tha t th e choic e w e mak e o r fai l t o mak e ha s mor e 
than philosophica l consequences . Those of us who live our lives in 
intellectual controversy disagree with one another more often tha n 
we agree , bu t w e do on the whole consen t t o liste n t o one anothe r 
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or to accept i n theory tha t w e should do so. Most of us believe tha t 
our position s ar e enriche d b y th e partia l assimilatio n o f th e posi -
tions o f those w e disagree wit h an d b y the sharpnes s th e disagree -
ment teaches . Whe n w e troubl e t o refut e position s w e disagre e 
with, w e find  w e ca n sharpe n ou r intellectua l claw s o n them , 
especially i f we understand the m well . In this sense, the confronta -
tion with philosophies we take to be mistaken can change us for the 
technical good—chang e fo r th e unqualifie d goo d mus t b e mor e 
rare. 

To our limitations a s human being s we add those of ourselves a s 
particular individual s an d a s member s o f a  particula r tradition . 
Assuming tha t ou r curiosit y i s stil l aliv e an d ou r desir e t o under -
stand no t easil y satisfied , w e nee d t o kno w th e view s o f others , 
some of them nurtured by experience as unlike ours as possible. Like 
travel abroad , experienc e o f th e unfamilia r ha s th e powe r t o in -
trigue or alarm us into awakening more widely. I f awakened, wha t 
would we find? The answer must be individual a t first,  but i t would 
be astonishing if we could find nothing for ourselves in traditions in 
which men grappled with insoluble problems at least somewhat lik e 
ours and, generation on generation, perfected modes of analysis and 
synthesis, sometime s quit e demandingl y technical , sometime s 
thoughtfully humane , and sometimes intelligently and even humor-
ously skeptica l an d fantastic . Laughte r i s a  releas e fro m insolubl e 
problems, s o that peopl e who worry over contexts , relativism , an d 
the like, should welcome it with the seriousness it deserves. 

If, despit e th e possibl e advantage s i n studyin g alie n traditions , 
we decid e no t t o ente r int o th e intellectual , religious , o r estheti c 
lives tha t othe r culture s hav e created , w e make what i s in effec t a 
moral decision to go it alone . I n declaring the lives and thoughts of 
some grou p o f human s t o b e irrelevan t t o ou r own , t o hav e s o 
different a  contex t tha t nothin g intellectuall y usefu l ca n b e re -
covered from them , w e declare ourselves to b e incorrigible strangers . 
This declaratio n o f estrangemen t i s b y huma n natur e als o a n im -
plicit declaratio n o f superiority , o f a  lac k o f interes t that , t o th e 
others, feel s aggressive . I t appear s mor e an d mor e ou t o f plac e a s 
the universa l natur e o f science , technology , an d economic s be-
comes more evident an d a s we continue t o assimilate ar t an d liter -
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ature from ever y human direction , th e ar t havin g helped t o revolu-
tionize our esthetic attitudes . 

If we coul d becom e familia r wit h others ' mode s o f thought , en -
large the conceptual memor y a t our disposal, an d discover how th e 
thought o f other s coul d b e le d t o conclusion s fo r ourselves , ou r 
discussion wit h thos e I  have calle d th e other s migh t becom e mor e 
discerning an d usefu l t o u s an d t o them . Ho w possibl e i t i s t o 
translate bac k an d fort h fro m cultur e t o culture canno t b e decided 
theoretically. Onl y after a  prolonged effor t i s made can it be known 
or guessed how much the translations lose or, for that matter , gain . 
Maybe w e wil l discove r tha t i t i s possible t o understan d ourselve s 
as huma n being s an d no t onl y a s primate s whos e nonscientifi c 
intellectual expression s can be classified onl y into subspecies, non e 
of them unqualifiedly human . 

The problem of contextualism ha s shown itsel f t o be insoluble i n 
the abstrac t bu t partiall y solubl e i n fac t an d abl e t o yield a n opti -
mistic moral , whic h thoug h doubtfu l an d conditiona l i s neverthe -
less a  hope worth entertaining . Experience , whic h teache s u s tha t 
relativism an d its half-brother skepticis m can never be overcome by 
means of pure abstractions, also teaches us that we are able to learn 
and, whil e learning , t o delight an d astonis h ourselves . Why not b e 
led b y ou r sens e o f adventur e a s muc h a s b y ou r fea r o f makin g 
mistakes, which ar e inevitable anyway ? Even if one of us stumbles, 
by accident or godlikeness, on the absolute truth, which I've repeat-
edly an d perhap s unnecessaril y show n t o b e a n impossibl e dream , 
the rest of us will try to take possession of it by adding our persona l 
amendments. Woul d i t no t b e more enlightened t o keep the drea m 
to ourselve s o r t o stat e i t onl y o n occasion s o f high ceremon y an d 
replace it in daily use by the open pleasure of the adventure each of 
us is pursuing? 

To this I  want t o add that althoug h ou r adventuring may exhila -
rate u s and perhap s increase ou r own an d others ' tolerance, i t wil l 
never inspir e muc h agreemen t amon g thos e o f u s wh o thriv e o n 
correcting on e another . Neithe r th e gatherin g o f information , no r 
the elaboratio n o f methods , no r th e dependenc e o n intuitio n ca n 
inspire muc h agreemen t amon g u s a s philosopher s o r anthropolo -
gists. We can n o more produce identica l philosophies or anthropol -
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ogies than poet s can writ e identica l poems . Becaus e thi s is , I  tak e 
it, a  fact , th e drea m o f unanimit y b y mean s o f fre e intellectua l 
agreement ough t t o b e dismissed . I t woul d b e easie r o n u s i f w e 
accepted ou r inevitabl e disagreement s a s simpl y a  heightenin g o f 
our intellectua l adventures . Then , lik e traveler s listenin g t o on e 
another's tales , w e coul d recogniz e tha t w e were , afte r all , quit e 
similar enough to appreciate and profit from our differences . 

At the beginning I  defined mysel f as an empirical philosopher. A t 
the en d I  see that, empirica l o r not , I  have imitated som e honore d 
ancestors an d persiste d stubbornl y i n advocatin g a  middle positio n 
between extremes. This has been the more obvious because we have 
traveled t o far-off extreme s of thought, mor e interesting for persons 
of our middling domestic habit s t o visi t tha n t o live in. W e (i f you 
are like me ) star e i n wonde r a t eac h extrem e bu t refus e t o stay a t 
such a  cold, uncomfortabl y incredibl e pole . Our frame o f mind ha s 
always remained clos e to what I  see as common sense, enlightened , 
I hope, by the experience we ourselves have undergone, into which, 
I hope, some of the experienc e o f the others has filtered.  Thos e w e 
think of as the others are other from u s but not necessarily so. 

To pu t i t metaphorically , w e an d the y se e eac h othe r throug h 
different eye s an d ar e shadow s o f on e another , i n th e sens e tha t 
each i s projected b y the imagination o f the other , an d i n the sens e 
that eac h i s a  disorte d semblanc e o f th e other . I  use th e imag e o f 
the shadow, too , because it has often bee n imagined a  double of the 
person, wh o coul d b e kille d b y stabbin g it . An d i n Eas t Africa , 
when, afte r a  lon g journey throug h th e fores t o r th e grasslands , a 
person cam e t o a  brigh t patc h o f land, h e walked aroun d i t ou t o f 
fear of losing the shadow to which he had been attached for so long. 
We an d th e other s ar e nearl y suc h shadow-substance s t o on e an -
other. W e canno t se e on e anothe r i n th e roun d o r believ e i n on e 
another's ful l reality , bu t w e canno t cu t ourselve s loos e fro m on e 
another. Bu t i f th e shadow s ar e eve r joined, mayb e thes e double s 
can b e multiplie d int o somethin g mor e lik e a  ful l humanity ; o r 
maybe thi s to o i s a n impossibl e dream , thoug h w e see m t o se e 
something like it happening in front o f our eyes. 
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