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1: Introduction

The distinction between “Analytic” and “Continental” philosophy is a vexed one. It is vexed because how to draw the distinction is not at all clear. It has nothing to do with philosophical analysis: a philosophical view which flourished briefly in England in the early years of the 20th century. Nor does it have anything to do with whether the philosophers involved come from what the British quaintly call ‘the Continent’.  It is also vexed because the supposed distinction has caused a good deal of vexation in the Western philosophical profession in recent years, philosophers from each side of the divide often denigrating what philosophers from the other side of the divide do, and even those philosophers themselves.


My own view is that the distinction is of little philosophical interest. It is driven, intellectually, by matters of style, not substance, and, politically, by academic turf-wars. It is easy enough for philosophers of each, usually self-ascribed, kind to point to the failings of the other kind. Analytic philosophy is nit-picking and boring. Continental philosophy is intellectually sloppy and pretentious. And no doubt, the philosophers of each kind have typical vices. But, in the end, this is not a terribly profound observation. What we should be concerned with is  interesting philosophy, however it is expressed; and neither side has a monopoly on this.


The unimportance of the distinction is particularly clear if one views it from a suitable perspective: often, things that cannot be seen close-up, are patent from a distance. So it is if one views matters at hand from the perspective of the Asian philosophical traditions; the dispute between the two sides then appears simply a family tiff. Such, at least, is the import of this paper.


I will make the point by describing  both the relationship between Analytic and Continental philosophy, and the relationship between Eastern and Western philosophy in historical terms. This will mean covering an enormous amount of ground very fast. [1] Nearly every topic I mention might be covered (and usually has been) at book length. So I must sweep many details and niceties under the carpet.  Nearly every historical claim in what follows should be thought of as a sort of first approximation. In gross terms, however, I take the pictures painted to be accurate.

2: 20th Century Western Philosophy: the Constructive Phase

Let us start by looking at the Analytic/Continental divide in the context of the development of 20th century Western philosophy. We can divide this into three distinct phases: a constructive phase, a destructive phase, and a phase of fragmentation.  Let us take these in turn. [2]


It is now a truism that twentieth century philosophy started by rebelling against German Idealism. But where and how did it rebel? To those with eyes to see it, the rebellion had started well before the turn of the century, in the writings of two philosophers who did more than any others to set the agenda for philosophy in the 20th Century. These were both German-speaking: Gottlob Frege and Edmund Husserl.


Their common tongue was just the start of what these two thinkers had in

common. Both thinkers’ initial concern was the nature of mathematics. For both, this led them to an analysis of the nature of logic. Both launched an attack on psychologism in logic. Both were driven to the problem of meaning: how do things mean, and in what way? In this way, they came to what was, I think, the most central and recurrent problem in 20th Century Western philosophy: the nature of representation in language and thought.


Where the two thinkers differed was not so much in their agenda as in the tools that they forged to attack their problems. The main weapon that Frege developed was what we would now call modern logic (both formal and the philosophy thereof): the theory of quantification, truth functions, and corresponding semantic doctrines concerning concept and object, sense and reference, and so on. The main weapon that Husserl developed, by contrast, was phenomenology: the analysis of the nature of consciousness as it presents itself.


How adequate these tools were for their intended application, we may still dispute. But what cannot be disputed is that the tools, once developed, took on a life of their own. In them, several generations of philosophers were to see the appropriate basis for attacking many important philosophical problems.


The first phase of 20th century philosophy proper(roughly the first half of the century(can be thought of as a time of optimism. Philosophers thought that by applying the new tools, they were going to forge ahead and break much new ground, possibly sorting out some old philosophical problems once and for all. The two tools that Frege and Husserl had forged defined our two traditions. The logic tool defined Analytic philosophy; the phenomenological tool defined Continental philosophy. 


On the Analytic side, we have Russell and Wittgenstein applying the new

logic not only in the philosophy of mathematics, but in an analysis of the fundamental nature of reality, language, and mind. The logical positivists, such as Reichenbach, Carnap, Schlick, too, took up the new machinery, and applied it energetically to epistemology and the philosophy of science, hoping to do away with metaphysics altogether. The influence of empiricism played an important role here. One might think of logical positivism as positivism plus modern logic. 20th century positivism had its US version too, in the pragmatism of James and Dewey.


On the Continental side of the divide, Heidegger adopted Husserl’s phenomenology, but rejected Husserl’s phenomenological bracketing of consciousness, allowing phenomenology to provide an analysis of much in the world itself(including, most importantly, what it is to be a person, Dasein. The project was taken up, developed, and changed by Sartre, and by other pheonomenologists, such as Merleau-Ponty. On this side of the ledger the influence of existentialism was felt. We might think of this tradition as Husserl’s phenomenology plus existentialism. 

3: 20th Century Western Philosophy: the Destructive Phase

So much for the constructive phase. What followed next – roughly the third quarter or the century, was a time of disintegration. By about the middle years of the century, or just after, the old visions were running out of steam. Too many cracks were appearing in the grand architectures. The two traditions were then subjected to telling attacks.


Major attacks came from without. For example, on the Analytic side of the

divide, the work of Kuhn devastated what was left of logical positivism,

showing that science just didn’t work in the way that positivists had

claimed. On the other side of the divide, and inspired by Bachelard and the

Marxism of Althusser, Foucault was doing similar things. Indeed, Kuhn and

Foucault play much the same role in their respective traditions. Both attacked their tradition’s foundationalism; both argued that knowledge comes in historical epochs separated by ruptures; both raised the spectre of relativism.


Perhaps the most important attacks on the respective traditions were not

external, however, but internal. On the Analytic side of the divide, Wittgenstein himself dismantled the Tractatus, the most solid achievement of that tradition. In a parallel move on the other side of the divide, Heidegger’s Kehre caused him to become less sanguine about his earlier project of answering “the question of Being”(or at least the way that he had earlier hoped to achieve it(and to articulate a critique of any straightforward way of doing so. Ultimately, perhaps the most

important internal attacks were by people who developed the pertinent ideas

to their logical conclusions, in a self-inflicted reductio ad absurdum. The key figures here are Quine and Derrida. Quine showed that the principles of the logical positivists (and pragmatists) ultimately entail the destruction of everything that they held dear. And Derrida extended the arguments of Heidegger about the inability of language to express Being, to conclude the inability of language to express any “transcendental
signified”, that is, to have any determinate meaning.


In fact, the upshot of the critiques of Wittgenstein, Quine, and Derrida, each in its own way, was, in a certain sense, the destruction of the very possibility of meaning. Think of Wittgenstein’s view that there is nothing to determine meaning as such, of Quine’s view of the indeterminacy of reference, and of Derrida’s view that language never breaks out of a vertiginous regress of self-reference. The key issue of how representation was possible, became shipwrecked on the pessimistic conclusion that it was not.


So far, I have said nothing about ethics. Though some will disagree with me, I think that moral philosophy in the major traditions we have been concerned with so far is pretty barren. Nor is this an accident: these traditions leave little room for interesting moral philosophy. In positivism, for example, once one has said ‘Killing; boo’, and things like it, there is nothing much left to say. And existentialism, with its ‘You are free; choose’, is not much better.


In fact, what interesting moral and political philosophy there was in the period we have been looking at was taking place in an academically marginal tradition:

Marxism. This made a cameo appearance on both sides of the divide.  It, too, though, showed the same pattern of an optimistic period, followed by a period of disintegration. In the first half of the century, the theoretical tools that Marx had forged were applied and extended. Lukács and Gramsci, for example, developed the ideas of class and class consciousness, of ideology and the power of culture.


Marxism had a brief flowering in English-speaking philosophy departments in

the 1960s and early 1970s, and a much more substantial presence in French and German-speaking universities, but it, too, collapsed under its own weight, just as Stalinism itself was to do a decade or two later. Marxism became articulated in so many different ways that it just ceased to be clear what it was any more, what was central to it, and what its fundamental doctrines meant. Who had it right?–members of the Frankfurt school, like Marcuse; Analytical Marxists, like Cohen;  the old-fashioned Russians, like Ilyenkov; or philosophers, like Althusser, who were part of a general flourishing of structuralism in France at the time. Late in the century, Marxism, then, was in disarray too.

4: 20th Century Philosophy: the Phase of Fragmentation

Quite generally, the picture I have drawn of philosophy in the major part of

the 20th Century is one of the development and application of novel techniques, eventually collapsing under its own weight. What was the result of this collapse?

Let me start to address this matter by asking: who were the most influential philosophers in the final phase of 20th Century, it’s last quarter? (I do not ask who was the best, or who will be remembered longest; just who had most effect during the period.) Let us take this country-by-country. The most influential British philosopher, one would have to say, is Dummett. In the US, it is Kripke(or, if one is concerned with moral philosophy, Rawls. The most influential Australasian, it would seem to me, is Armstrong. The most influential French philosopher would have to be Derrida(or again, if one is concerned with moral philosophy, perhaps Levinas. The most influential German philosopher is, I guess, Habermas.

Now, you might well disagree with some of these judgments, but I don’t

think that it will change the picture much. The most striking thing about this collection of philosophers is the fact that, without exception, every one had a different philosophical agenda and a different pursuit: anti-realism, modality and necessity, distributive justice, combinatorial metaphysics, deconstruction, responsibility to the other, reason and its social context. In a word, diversity and fragmentation.

It could be suggested that this picture is simply a result of the fact that

we are as yet too close to the period to have any sense of perspective. We do not yet know who can be ignored. (After all, there were many philosophers earlier in the century who were influential, but whom I have not mentioned, since they are not so central to the main story: Popper, de Beauvoir, Austin, to name but three.) To some extent, I am sure that this is true; but I think that the picture of fragmentation is not simply an artifact of the lack of perspective. The fragmentation is witnessed not only be the fact that these influential philosophers had such diverse interests, but by the number of new philosophical areas and topics that blossomed in that period.

Here are, I think, some of the most notable. For a start we witnessed a renaissance of moral philosophy. For example, in pure ethics, the revival of virtue

ethics is clear. We have also seen the development of the whole new area of

applied and professional ethics (including environmental ethics). The striking developments in logic concern the development of many non-classical logics: intuitionist, quantum, relevant, paraconsistent. Three other areas of development would also have to be taken up by anyone writing a serious history of philosophy at the end of the century. One of these is feminist philosophy; another is cognitive

science: the fruitful inter-meshing of philosophy, psychology, computer science and other disciplines. (It is here that the question of representation has taken refuge.) Both of these areas have already had a significant impact on the philosophical curriculum. The third area is Asian philosophy. This is now being taught and studied in the West in a way that would have been unthinkable fifty years ago.


A final index of the fragmentation of philosophy concerns the two major

print encyclopedias published in the last 50 years. The Macmillan Encyclopedia of 1967, edited by Edwards, and the Routledge Encyclopedia of 1998, edited by Craig. The first of these was published at the end of the period of optimism, and still reflects that optimism(mainly from an analytic perspective, it must be said. The Routledge Encyclopedia, by contrast, is a child of the fragmentation, taking up concerns that would never have found a serious place in the Macmillan Encyclopedia; but, for this very reason, lacking the focus of that Encyclopedia. As Ray Monk, reviewing the Routledge Encyclopedia in the Times Higher Education Supplement (Sept. 11th, 1998), put it:

... the encyclopedia fails to provide any coherent view of its subject. If

philosophy lost its nimbus in the heyday of the analytic tradition, it now

seems to have lost its centre. Where Edward’s work presented a clear and

strong single vision of the discipline, the view here is refracted through

the lenses of a plethora of widely divergent specialisms.

If it was to reflect the state of the discipline, it could hardly do otherwise.

5: And the Two Traditions?

So much for the 20th century. And even thought we are now well into the 21st century, I think things are still much as I described at the end of the 20th.


And how do our two traditions appear in this light? The two traditions grew out of the same set of concerns. And though they might come at answers from different directions, their problems have been much the same: at the core of both is the question of representation. How, and in what way, does language/mind represent the world? And within their traditions, certain philosophers play much the same role on each side of the divide: Frege and Husserl, the foundational figures; Heidegger and Wittgenstein, who established the major problematics(as well as turning against them; Kuhn and Foucault, who historicised epistemology; Quine and Derrida, who took the positions to their ultimate points of collapse. These are not two different traditions so much as parallel rail tracks, going from and to the same places.


What seems to me to be the most significant difference between the two traditions is, in fact, one that is not frequently remarked upon. This is that philosophers in the continental tradition have always had an eye on socio-political questions in a way that thinkers in the analytic tradition have not. There is a political

dimension to Heidegger, Sartre, Foucault, and Derrida, that is entirely absent from Wittgenstein, Kuhn, Quine, and Kripke. This difference has now disappeared with the renaissance of analytic moral philosophy. Moreover, the fragmentation of philosophy has lead to a further destruction of any thought that there are two distinct approaches here. On the analytic side is hard to find any significant commonalities between the works of Rawls, Singer, and Nussbaum; and on the continental side between the works of Habermas and Levinas. Indeed, in many ways there are more similarities across the divide. Kant is a clear influence on both Rawls and Habermas, not so much the others. A concern for the wellbeing of others plays centre stage in Singer and Levinas, not so much the others.


A final word on postmodernism, which some will associate with the Continental side of the ledger. Mistakenly, I think; not because it belongs on the other side, but because it does not belong on the ledger at all. To the extent that this is a philosophical view, there is nothing new about it: the attacks on truth, knowledge, and meaning, are all to be found in the Presocratics. The first relativists about truth were Greek (think of Protagoras); the first skeptics about knowledge were Greek (think of Pyrrho); the first people to deny meaning were Greek (think of Cratylus). Indeed, the sophist Gorgias is reputed to have said: there is no truth; but even if there were, you could not know it; and even if you could, you could not express it. And as far as I can see, many of the contemporary arguments that have been advanced for postmodern themes are no improvement on those of the Greeks – quite the reverse.


In fact, I think that postmodernism is, in many ways,  more of an aesthetic than a philosophy(as is witnessed by the fact that it is generally taken much more seriously in departments of literature, fine arts, architecture, etc., than of philosophy. In many ways, postmodernism is more of a reaction to the optimistic modernism of early twentieth century art, than to modern, that is, post-medieval, philosophy. Notably, virtually none of the philosophers often cited as postmodernists by non-philosophers, have accepted this label. And many (though not all) outside the profession who do claim the title manifest little knowledge of the history of philosophy, as well as a disconcerting philosophical naiveté. (My sense is that post-modernism has now run its course, and will soon disappear from the intellectual landscape.)


As I have argued, then, when seen in historical perspective, the supposed difference between Continental and Analytic philosophy is much over-rated.

6: Turning East

I will come back to the Analytic/Continental division in due course. But for the moment, let us shift topic to Asian philosophy. [3] Nota bene:  the epithet ‘Asian philosophy’, though standard (and I shall often use it), is rather inappropriate. There is no such thing as Western philosophy. There are many Western philosophies: compare the different styles and contents of Plato, Hume, Wittgenstein, Heidegger. Similarly, there is no such thing as Asian philosophy. There are many Eastern philosophies. Indeed, the situation is even less unified than it is in the West. At least there, the philosophies spring from a single culture, that of Ancient Greece. But in the East, they spring from two quite different great and ancient cultures: those of India and China.


I need to start this part of the discussion with an apology; for there may well be people who think that Eastern philosophy is not philosophy at all. For a start, Eastern philosophy has not been a part of the curriculum in Western philosophy departments; so Western philosophers generally know little about it. The situation is obviously self-reproducing. But why has there been so little engagement with such traditions in Western philosophy departments? After all, philosophers tend to be curious people, and there was nothing stopping them finding out what they did not know.

Or was there?  Well, until the last couple of centuries, there has generally been little knowledge and understanding of Eastern cultures in Western countries.  This is now, of course, no longer the case. But in more recent times, there have been other, and more insidious, barriers.  The standard view of professional Western philosophers throughout most of the 20th century was that “Asian philosophy” is not philosophy at all: it’s religion, mysticism, non-rational.  The views, it must be said, were held by people, even thought they had not taken the trouble to read and engage with the material.  


Now, it is certainly true that much Asian philosophy has important connections with Asian religions, though certainly not all of it: Confucianism, for example is a secular philosophy.  But the same is true of much Western philosophy.  The great period of Medieval philosophy in the West was heavily connected with Christianity (not surprising, since most philosophers then were clerics); it was philosophy none the less. And, yes, there are parts of Asian philosophy that have connections with mysticism and the ineffable. But the same is true of Western philosophy. Leave the great Christian mystical philosophers like Eckhart out of this. There are definite mystical strands in Plato – and even in writings of two of the greatest 20th century Western philosophers: Wittgenstein (in the Tractatus) and Heidegger (on Being).

7: Crossing the Barriers

What is philosophy anyway?  We could spend much time talking about this: it is itself a hard philosophical issue. [4] For present purposes, we won’t go too far wrong if we think of it as the critical articulation of ethical and/or metaphysical views.  The word ‘critical’ here is crucial. All people and cultures have views about the nature of the world in which they live, and of how one should behave. This does not make them philosophers.  Philosophy requires the intellectual scrutiny of such views. (Which is why it is such a valuable discipline.)


Now, the Indian and Chinese traditions clearly have articulations of ethical and metaphysical views: to see this one need look no further than Buddhist metaphysics or Confucian ethics. But do the traditions have the appropriate kind of critical engagement?  The answer concerning India, to anyone who takes the trouble to read the material, is an obvious ‘yes’. There is constant argument and counter-argument between Buddhists and Hindus, not to mention the critiques and counter-critiques between various Hindu schools and Buddhist schools themselves.


Prima facie, the answer is less clear in the Chinese traditions.  Indeed, if there is a split in world philosophy, it is not at the Euphrates, but at the Himalayas.  Whilst the cut and thrust of philosophical debates is patent in Indian texts to anyone who reads them even superficially, the same is not true of Chinese texts. It is there, none the less.  For example, there was much debate between Confucians, Daoists, Moists, and also between the various Chinese Buddhist schools.  What may make this harder to pick up, is that the style of argument in many texts is often rather different from more explicit debate forms.  Arguments are frequently made by analogy; and the consequences of the analogy may not be spelled out, but left for the reader to ponder. For the perceptive eye, though, critical engagement is clear.


The view that Asian philosophy is not really philosophy is, therefore, a view that can really be held only out of ignorance. Fortunately, then, Western philosophers are finally shaking off this misguided view, and are starting to engage with Eastern philosophies.  Slowly, as I have already noted, courses on Asian philosophy are starting to appear in Western philosophy departments. Of course, for Westerners to engage in these traditions is not easy. There are many barriers in the way.  


For a start, there is the language. The texts are in Sanskrit, classical Chinese, and other Asian languages.  For scholarly purposes, it is clearly desirable to have a knowledge of these. Such languages are not taught in schools, and require hard work. Fortunately, then, much good philosophy can come out of reading the texts in translation.  (Most Western philosophers deal with texts originally written in Latin, Greek, French, German, English, and other languages. Few of them speak all of these.) Many of the extant translations are not good, qua philosophy, since they were made by people who were not philosophers, but philologists or scholars of religion who lacked the appropriate philosophical sensitivity.  But many key texts now have good translations; and the situation is getting better all the time, as more translations are being made by philosophers with the requisite language skills.


The second problem is the style of writing and arguing. I have already noted that this tends to be quite different in Chinese texts; but even in the Indian traditions, the style of arguing can be somewhat scholastic and unfamiliar to someone who is used to reading only 20th Western century texts – though those versed in the Presocratic or Medieval scholastic Western texts will feel at home very soon.


The third problem is the culture.  Philosophy is not written in a vacuum. To understand the philosophy of a text properly, one needs some appreciation of the culture in which it was generated.  One needs to understand the assumptions that are being taken for granted, the allusions to historical events, religious customs, and so on.  This is true of all philosophy, whether Eastern or Western, but Western people’s knowledge of Western cultures is evidently much greater than their knowledge of Eastern cultures, since they live in one. Someone from the West who wishes to understand Asian philosophies must be prepared to learn enough about the relevant culture without this advantage.


So there are at least three hurdles to be jumped. But these are hurdles that philosophers are well used to jumping.  Someone who has read only contemporary philosophy must jump these hurdles with respect to Ancient Greek philosophy, for example. But many do, and find much of importance on the other side.


And what do we find on the other side of the Asian hurdles if we make the jump?  We find a landscape that it at once familiar and unfamiliar.  Any Western philosopher will immediately recognise familiar problems there. To name but a few: Is there a god? What is the nature of reality? How does this relate to language?  How do I know these things? How should I live? How should the state be run?  But Asian philosophers have often had singularly different takes on answers to these questions, or singularly different reasons for or against answers familiar in the West. 

8: Indian Philosophy

The Asian philosophical traditions, then, provide much interesting philosophy. But since most Western philosophers know little of these traditions, I will need to explain something about them. [5] The following time line (Fig. 1) tells a (very sketchy) story about the development of Indian and Chinese philosophy. I add a third column concerning the development of Western philosophy for comparison.
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Fig 1.


Since Western philosophy is probably well known to most readers of this volume, I will say little about it. Just two brief comments. The first is that for all the religious and political influence of Islam on Asia, Islamic and Arabic philosophy are part of Western philosophy. The great Arabic philosophers were working in the tradition of Plato and Aristotle, just as much as the great Medieval Christian philosophers. Secondly, perhaps the single major difference between the Western traditions and the Eastern traditions is that the scientific revolution and the rise of capitalism had an enormous impact on the West, occasioning radical new developments (which I have not shown on the time-line). Nothing of a similar kind happened in the East. 


These things said, let us start with philosophy in India. The Indian philosophical traditions (Fig. 1, second column) emerge from a religious literature, the Vedas, going back well before 1000 BCE. The writings retain their religious content, but gradually become more philosophical through the later Upanishads and parts of  the epic poems, such as the Bhagavad Gītā.  A primary philosophical concern is god (Brahman) and the self (Ātman). In some sense, these are one.  From this background emerge six schools of orthodox Hindu philosophy, just before the beginning of the CE and for the next several hundred years.  These schools articulate the Hindu view in various ways, engaging with all the other questions which it raises.  One of the most influential of these schools was that of Śaṇkara, Advaita Vedānta.  According to this, the world of experience is a mere appearance, cloaking the identity of Ātman and Brahman.


Around the 5th Century BCE, a number of views emerged which reacted against the authority of the Vedas, and so rejected a number of their claims (though, naturally, others were preserved). These included Jainism, attributed to Mahāvīra, and Buddhism, founded by Siddhārtha Gautama. The most philosophically influential of these was Buddhism. This rejected both the existence of any god and of the self: a person is just a bunch of parts (physical and mental), which come together at a certain time, interact, change, and then fall apart. Buddhism developed in a number of early forms, only one of which now survives, Theravada Buddhism.  Around the beginning of the CE, another form starts to emerge, Mahāyāna Buddhism.  This had a much more radical analysis of the nature of reality than the earlier forms of Buddhism: everything is empty, śuṇya.  The understanding of emptiness took different forms in the two schools of Mahāyāna Buddhism that emerged. One, Madhyamaka, was associated with probably the greatest Buddhist philosopher, Nāgārjuna (unknown dates; some time around the 1st or 2nd century). He argued that to be empty was to be empty of self-existence (svabhāva). Everything is what it is only in relation to other things. The other, Yogācāra, was associated with the brothers Vasubandhu and Asaṅga. For them, to be empty was to be mind-dependent. This is a version of idealism. All things are conceptual constructions with no external reality. What is left if one strips off all concepts, ultimate reality, is a simple “thatness’’ (tathāta). Buddhism collapsed (or was crushed) in India with the advent of Islam. But, by this time, Theravada had moved into South East Asia, and the two forms of Indian Māhāyana had merged and taken root in Tibet.

9: Chinese Philosophy

Let us now cross the Hamalayas and look at China (Fig. 1, third column).  There are very definite ethical views articulated in Hinduism and Buddhism (which I have not mentioned), but I think it fair to say that for the Indian philosophers the centre of gravity is metaphysics.  Classical Chinese philosophy is quite different.  Though metaphysical issues are certainly present and debated, the centre of gravity is very much ethical, social, and political.


Classical Chinese philosophy emerges from its own religious and literary tradition.  Perhaps the book that exerted the greatest influence on it was the I Jing (Book of Changes).  This is a book, maybe first formulated about 1000 BCE, essentially for divination. A certain process is undertaken to produce a figure called a hexagram. The I Jing provides a somewhat cryptic commentary on each hexagram, which is taken to guide future actions.  The book is not a work of philosophy, but in it one finds the picture of reality as an ever changing flux, with two basic aspects, yin and yang, which wax and wane reciprocally. This provides the metaphysical backdrop of subsequent philosophy in China.  


Two philosophies, in particular, emerge around the 5th Century BCE. (It is a striking fact that this was a crucial time in the philosophical development of China, India, and Greece.)  One of these was developed by undoubtedly the most influential Chinese philosopher of all time, Kong-fu-zi (Confucius).  For him, the state is a highly regimented place, ordered by customs and rites. Individuals flourish by knowing their place in society and sticking to the rules. The other philosophy was Daoism, associated with the name of Lao-zi – the probably fictional author of the Dao De Jing – and, a couple of hundred years later, Zhuang-zi.  The Daoists rejected the regulation of the Confucians, and thought that one should “go with the flow” (the flow, that is, inherent in the cosmos, the Dao).  They are naturally thought of as political anarchists of sorts.


As an active philosophy, Daoism ended around the turn of the CE, when it transmuted into a popular religion concerned to find the elixir of life – though Daoist philosophy continued to exert an important influence on subsequent Chinese thought. [6] Confucianism, however, continued to develop via the thought of subsequent Confucians, such as Meng-zi (Mencius), and critics such Mo-zi (a utilitarian) and Han-fe-zi (a totalitarian).  Out of this tempering emerges a Confucian view which is politically orthodox in China until the beginning of the 20th century. (Though it underwent important developments later, in a form sometimes called Neo-Confucianism.)


Mahāyāna Buddhism spread from India, north-east into central Asia, and thence, via the Silk Route, into China.  It started to arrive in China in the early years of the CE, and was mistaken for an esoteric form of Daoism. Good translations of the Buddhist texts into Chinese start to appear in about the 5th century; and Chinese versions of Madhyamaka and Yogācāra appear, but they do not last long. Distinctively Chinese forms of Buddhism then develop, the influence of Daoism playing a large role here. Several schools flourished (only a couple of which now survive). One of these was the Huayan of Fa-zang.  But perhaps  the most distinctive of these is Chan – or, as it is more commonly known in the West, Zen, it’s Japanese name. Perhaps the most influential thinkers here are the 6th Patriarch, Hui-neng – and, when the view goes in to Japan, the medieval philosopher, Dōgen. Chan is a strongly anti-philosophical school in many ways: all language is, in the end, an obfuscation of reality, to be ditched. It also developed  a very sophisticated philosophy to justify this – just one of the many paradoxes that Chan juggles.  

10: Traditions Mutually Informing One Another

Before we return to Analytic and Continental philosophy, it will pay us to look a little closer at the development of Buddhism. As we have seen, this developed in India, but moved into China.  Although versions of the Indian Mahāyāna schools of Buddhism flourished for a short period in China, they did not last. What emerged instead were the distinctively Chinese forms of Buddhism, such as Huayan and Chan. Though these certainly incorporated central aspects of Indian Buddhism, the incorporation of Daoist ideas produced a somewhat distinctive beast.


Let me illustrate with three of the major differences. There had always been something of a tension between Madhyamaca and Yogācāra. The Yogācāra notion of ultimate reality looked like a good candidate for something that has self-existence, and so falls foul of the Madhyamaka arguments that everything is empty.  The influx of Daoist ideas helped to resolve this tension. The Chinese Buddhists could think of this ultimate reality as the ineffable Dao, which underlies all phenomena. The phenomena were a manifestation of the Dao, however. And one cannot have a thing without its manifestations any more than one can have the manifestations without the thing. Each depends on the other. In his famous Golden Lion Treatise, Fa-zang illustrated this with the analogy of the statue of a golden lion. The phenomena were like the shape of the lion; the ultimate reality was like the gold itself. You cannot have gold without shape, or shape without gold.


Second, the Chinese developed a distinctive notion of enlightenment. In Indian Buddhism, enlightenment  took a very long time, requiring many rebirths, and aeons of slow improvement. The Chinese realized that if every person had an underlying ultimate reality, uncontaminated by conceptual imposition – Buddha Nature, as they called it – there was a sense in which everyone was already enlightened. Enlightenment was not gaining something: it was losing something: conceptual imposition. And the right training could make the scales fall from one’s eyes in a sudden flash of enlightenment (which the Japanese Zen philosophers called satori). Indeed, the relationship in Indian Buddhism between suffering and ignorance is inverted.   In Indian Buddhism, the main emphasis is on the elimination of suffering. Ignorance is a major cause of this.  In Chinese Buddhism the major emphasis is on ignorance. The point of enlightenment is to see the world aright.  An elimination of suffering will go along for the ride.  


Third, a novel picture of an enlightened person emerged. The awakened person in Indian Buddhism is free from attachments. The same is true of the Daoist sage, who just goes with the flow, whose behavior manifests a spontaneous wu wei and zi ran: no (forced) action and flowing mind. These became built into marks of enlightened person, especially in Chan Buddhism.

11: Analytic and Continental, East and West

Let is return, at last, to the distinction between Analytic and Continental philosophy. Looking from the East, things appear like this.  All the Western philosophical traditions have a common origin in the philosophy of Ancient Greece. Different strands emerge, intertwine, sometimes die out, sometimes are reincarnated. The differences that our favourite distinction points to had no significance before the 20th century. Kant was as much influenced by Hume as he was by Leibniz; Frege’s review of Husserl’s first book occasioned his turn away from psychologism; and the dominant influence on English-speaking philosophy at the turn of the 20th century was the German Idealism of Kant and Hegel – as a casual perusing of the English-language philosophy journals that were being published at that time (such as Mind, and the Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society) will demonstrate. And I have already argued that the supposed differences between the two traditions after the beginning of the 20th century are much over-rated. If one comes from the Indian or Chinese traditions, the disputes between Analytic and Continental philosophy will appear as just in-house debates.


Compare this with the distinction between two definitely very different traditions: those of India and China. These have different origins, languages, typical styles of argumentation. But because they deal with similar problems, they can interact and inform each other with novel and interesting results, as we have seen with the case-study of Buddhism.  And if two such really different traditions can interact with philosophical interest, things separated by the minimal distance between the Analytic and Continental traditions of Western philosophy certainly can.  Indeed, this is already happening to a certain extent. Witness, to take one obvious example, the comeback that Hegel has made in English-speaking philosophy over the last 20 years; or the interest that philosophers on both sides of the divide have taken in the later Wittgenstein in more recent years.


The difference between Eastern an Western philosophy is clearly much greater than that between Analytic and Continental philosophy. Yet even that distance is closing fast. Because of Western imperialism and the export of Western technology, the East has already had to come to terms with many aspects of Western culture and philosophy. The British brought Western philosophy to the Raj.  A hallmark of Nishida (Japan, 1870-1945) and the Kyoto School he founded was its attempt to fuse Buddhist ideas with those from Western philosophy. And the philosophy that has had the biggest impact on China in the last 100 years is Marxism.


Philosophy does not take place in a cultural and economic vacuum. As Marx pointed out, the group that has economic dominance also has cultural dominance. In this, he was quite right. (And the East has already felt the impact of this.) The world’s dominant economy for the last forty years has been that of the US; and just think of

the global impact of Hollywood, MacDonald’s, CNN, and so on. The point is not

restricted to popular culture. There is no doubt that the US is the centre of gravity of the Western philosophical world at the moment. Even when the philosophical views at issue come from elsewhere, as did logical positivism and deconstructionism, the US has appropriated them. One reason for this is that it can afford to buy good philosophers from elsewhere, either temporarily of permanently. And of course, good philosophers will want to go where other good philosophers are.


So where will the economic centre of power be in the twenty-first century? Asia. China and India between them account for nearly half of the world’s population. China already has the world’s second largest economy, and India is also developing fast.  Once the economies of these countries are fully capitalised, they will swamp the rest of the world, in the way that the US did in the second half of the twentieth century. The West will, therefore, come to terms with Asian cultures; and Western philosophers will have to be engage with Asian philosophical traditions. Indeed, as I  observed above, this is already happening. Asian philosophical traditions are already being taught in many Western philosophical departments in a way that was unthinkable 30 years ago.


I do not want to suggest that the engagement between Eastern and Western philosophy is a matter of crude economic determinism (though economic factors are certainly important).  Material intercourse will bring Western philosophers into contact with the Asian traditions.  And once this is done, they will come to see that the philosophical traditions of the East are rich and fascinating. Western philosophy has much to learn from the East; just as, I am sure, Eastern philosophy still has much to learn from the West.  Indeed, what will happen in the 21st century, I believe, is that we will see not just economic globalization, but also the development of  a global philosophical culture. This is not to say that there will be a bland uniformity, any more than there is in the West at the moment. But philosophers everywhere will become aware of their global heritage, and will draw on it all to produce things of which we cannot yet even guess.


And what will happen to the distinction between Analytic and Continental philosophy in the process?  Major traditional differences between Britain, France, and Germany disappeared with the development of the EU, in a way that was unthinkable in the two decades after the end of the Second Word War. They became irrelevant in the context of something bigger. In the same way, I suggest, to the extent that there are differences between Analytic and Continental philosophy, these will disappear, submerged in philosophical tidal swells of incomparably bigger magnitude. [7]
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Notes

[1] There is no way that this material can be covered in an appropriately scholarly fashion in an essay of this length. So I will not even try. And if some be inclined to call the essay impressionistic, so be it.

[2] Much of the following discussion comes from Priest (2003).

[3] Much of the following discussion comes from Priest (2011).

[4] I’ve had my say on the matter in Priest (2006).

[5] Good introductions to the Asian philosophical traditions are still not easy to find.  Kohler (2002) is not a bad place to start.

[6] It is standard to distinguish between Daoist philosophy, Dao-Jia, and Daoist religion, Dao-Jiao.

[7]  Many thanks to Maureen Eckert and Bo Mou for helpful comments on earlier drafts of this essay. 
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